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MEMORANDUM

TO:				Office of Statistical and Science Policy
				Office of Management and Budget

FROM:			Bureau of Justice Statistics

DATE:			April 22, 2026

SUBJECT:	BJS request to pilot the Civil Legal Needs Survey (CLNS), under the OMB generic clearance agreement (OMB Number 1121-0339). 



Summary of Current Request 
The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) requests clearance under its generic clearance agreement (OMB Control Number 1121-0339, exp. 01/31/2028) to conduct pilot testing of the Civil Legal Needs Survey to 5,000 U.S. households. This pilot test is critical to evaluating the procedures for a new data collection effort including: 1) evaluating the feasibility of the methodology selected for sample recruitment and response, 2) testing data collection procedures, and 3) determining key considerations for any future implementation. 

Introduction
BJS, through a cooperative agreement with NORC at the University of Chicago (NORC) and the American Bar Foundation (ABF) (Award: 15PBJS-23-GK-05687-MUMU) developed the Civil Legal Needs Survey (CLNS) to better understand the nature and magnitude of the intersection between the civil and criminal justice systems. Critically, it will investigate how people seek help regarding the justice events they experience and the events’ impacts on their lives. The CLNS instrument, drafted to address statistical gaps in this area, has been reviewed by subject matter experts (SMEs) and BJS, and undergone cognitive and usability testing.
This memo requests clearance for a pilot test to evaluate the CLNS instrument and data collection procedures. This memo first details the collection’s history, study rationale and research questions and the proposed testing procedures. It then describes justification of sensitive questions, burden hours, reporting, data confidentiality and security, and protection of human subjects.



Background and History of the Collection
[bookmark: _Hlk189725499][bookmark: _Hlk189479097]Instrument Development
In 2023, BJS’s Access to Justice Design and Testing Program (AJDTP) was launched to support efforts to identify and fill gaps in its statistical coverage of access to justice for civil legal needs that will ultimately inform an understanding of the intersection between the criminal justice and civil justice systems. 
Part of AJDTP’s objective is the development and testing of a household-based survey instrument. The proposed CLNS instrument was developed by BJS prior to the start of the AJDTP, however, was not tested or fielded. The survey went through iterations of review by NORC, ABF, and BJS to reflect updated, field-specific state of the art methodology and ensure identification of key indicators of access to justice for civil legal needs. This process included CLNS feedback from national and international experts in both civil legal needs surveys and the intersection of criminal and civil justice systems. 
The draft CLNS includes items and constructs found to be key in previous American and international civil and criminal justice surveys (see Attachment A for the Civil Legal Needs Survey Instrument). The instrument includes justice, or justiciable, events covering key civil and criminal areas as well as important access to justice concepts. Table 1 shows the topical areas covered in the CLNS. 
Table 1. Civil and Criminal Justiciable Event Areas and Access to Justice Concepts
	Civil Justice Events
	Criminal Justice Events

	Housing and neighborhoods 
	Property victimization

	Medicine and health 
	Identity theft, fraud, and data breaches

	Consumer and financial
	Violent victimization

	Public benefits or government services 
	Other criminal justice system contact

	Work and income 
	

	Family and children 
	

	Access to Justice Concepts

	Seeking information, advice, and help

	Event resolution

	Satisfaction with the outcome

	Consequences of the events


Cognitive and Usability Testing
Cognitive and usability interviews are critical tools for addressing issues such as respondent understanding of the survey instrument’s purpose and questions, their ability to answer questions accurately, respondent burden, and instrument usability. Cognitive interviews involve an interviewer administering the survey questions to a respondent and asking that respondent about how they interpreted the question, how difficult it was to answer, and their process for formulating their response. Cognitive and usability interviews are generally conducted prior to fielding BJS survey instruments that are new or have been altered considerably. 
OMB generic clearance for cognitive and usability testing was received May 30, 2025 (OMB Control Number 1121-0339). Between August 2025 and January 2026, the CLNS underwent two rounds of cognitive testing and one round of usability testing. The insights from this testing process led to targeted revisions across the full survey, including improved question phrasing, enhanced examples, more respondent‑friendly terminology, better skip logic, and strengthened clarity in sensitive sections. These refinements significantly improve the instrument’s usability, reliability, and validity (see Attachment B for the CLNS Cognitive and Usability Test Report).
Study Rationale and Research Questions
Civil justice events are common across the United States, with three in four low-income households reporting at least one civil legal need and more than half reporting that those needs have affected their health, safety, finances, or relationships.[footnoteRef:3] However, far less research has examined the intersection of the civil and criminal matters. The CLNS pilot furthers BJS’s mission by supporting a new collection of household-level data on access to justice for civil legal needs, with the goal of better understanding the nature and magnitude of the intersection between the civil and the criminal justice systems.  [3:  Legal Services Corporation. 2022. The Justice Gap: The Unmet Civil Legal Needs of Low-income Americans. Prepared by Mary C. Slosar, Slosar Research, LLC.] 

The CLNS pilot seeks to both assess the performance of the pilot data collection methodology and evaluate the new instrument’s collection of civil and criminal experience overlap.  Specifically, the pilot will evaluate a) the effectiveness and cost-efficiency of the survey design in achieving an adequate and representative response, including the impact of contact strategies, and b) the CLNS instrument including investigating basic item properties such as reliability, validity, and difficulty. Project research questions are:
Pilot Effectiveness and Cost-Effectiveness
1. What is the response rate of the pilot methodology?
2. What is the data collection cost per complete under the pilot methodology?
3. What is the cost vs. benefit of each successive respondent contact attempt, in terms of the response rate, data collection cost per complete, and the representativeness of the responding sample?
Instrument Evaluation
4. Are respondents willing to answer questions about experiencing civil legal issues?
5. Are respondents willing to answer questions about experiencing criminal justice issues?
6. Are respondents who have experienced civil legal or criminal justice issues willing to provide additional details regarding resolution of these issues?
7. Does the instrument measure the overlap between civil legal and criminal justice experiences?
Testing Procedures
The CLNS pilot test will utilize an address-based sample (ABS) mail push-to-web design. The pilot test will utilize an ABS sample of 5,000 addresses covering the U.S. resident population of individuals age 18 or older in the contiguous 48 states. Sampled addresses will be mailed a series of survey invitations to complete the questionnaire online, and harder-to-reach nonrespondents with a telephone number available will be called and invited to participate over the phone. Addresses associated with households less likely to respond to the survey invitations will be oversampled so as to target a responding sample that is representative of the U.S. resident adult population as a whole.

Methodology
A goal of the pilot survey sample design is to achieve a responding sample that is representative of the U.S. resident population of adults. While this could be achieved for a web-based survey using a probability-based web panel, this method would not be scalable to the sample sizes desired in a full implementation. Utilizing an ABS mail push-to-web design allows BJS to evaluate the instrument’s design and feasibility utilizing a method reflective of other BJS surveys while testing ways to tailor outreach and improve response. Operational results from the pilot survey will be used to answer Research Questions 1-3, and respondent data will be used for Research Questions 4-7.

Frame and Sample Selection
The ABS sampling frame will be constructed from the USPS Computerized Delivery Sequence File (CDSF). NORC licenses a copy of the CDSF and receives an updated CDSF each month. The CDSF contains a record for essentially every mail delivery point in the United States, making it the most comprehensive commercially available source of U.S. mailing addresses. From this file, NORC will remove: business addresses, “do not deliver” addresses, P.O. boxes that are not the only way to get mail, drop point addresses, and addresses in Alaska and Hawaii.
Using this modified CDSF frame, NORC will create geographic-based sampling strata. Each address on the sampling frame will be assigned a predicted response propensity based on the Census Low Response Score (CLRS) of the Census block group of the address. Forty-five sampling strata will be created as the combination of the address’s Census Division and the quintile of the predicted response propensity within the Census Division. A total of 5,000 addresses will be selected from the sampling frame. Within each sampling stratum, an equal-probability sample of addresses will be selected, with the probability of selection inversely proportional to the average predicted response propensity in the stratum.
Based on three recent federal and state government ABS surveys that included mail push-to-web data collection[footnoteRef:4] and the specific characteristics of the CLNS,[footnoteRef:5] there is an anticipated response rate (RR) of 10-15%. Response rates were estimated based on adjusting the overall anticipated RR by the average CLRS for each stratum relative to the CLRS for the population as a whole. These rates were calculated with an overall expected RR of 12.5% and return an anticipated sample size of approximately 750 respondents. [4:  California Health Interview Survey (2021-2022 RR: 9.2%); Entrepreneurship in the Population Survey (2022 RR: 6.0%; 2023 RR: 8.88%); National Household Travel Survey (2022 RR for profile survey: 20.4%; Overall RR: 10.8%). Note: Surveys with U.S. Census Bureau branding, such as the U.S. Census and the American Community Survey were not compared. Surveys with U.S. Census Bureau branding achieve much higher response rates than similar surveys without such branding.]  [5:  Characteristics considered in creation of the anticipated RR: The sample design includes low response propensity respondents being oversampled; the data collection protocol includes both mail push-to-web invitations and outbound dialing, a post-paid incentive offered; the sensitive subject matter of the survey; and Department of Justice branding for the mail materials.] 


Recruitment and Screening
Respondents will be recruited via a mail push-to-web data collection protocol, followed by targeted outbound telephone dialing to increase response among low-response-propensity populations and those without internet access. Both non-contingent (pre-paid) and contingent (post-paid) incentives will be utilized (see “Paying Respondents” subsection below). Only one adult per household will be asked to complete the questionnaire. Any person age 18 or older at the sampled address will be eligible to participate, though the invitation letter will request it be the adult with the next birthday.
Recruitment will take place in multiple steps (see Attachment C for CLNS Pilot Respondent Outreach Materials):
1. Week 1: Initial invitation letter. Sampled addresses will first be mailed a letter inviting an adult in the household to complete a web questionnaire. The initial invitation letter will include two $1 bills, and the envelope will include a “peek-a-boo” window showing the tender amount. All contacts will also communicate the incentive offer.
2. Week 2: Thank you/reminder postcard. One week later, a postcard will be sent thanking the respondent for participating if they have already participated and reminding them to participate if they have not yet participated. 
3. Week 4: Second reminder letter. A second reminder letter will be sent to nonrespondents two weeks after the postcard. This letter will not contain any pre-paid incentive but will be mailed in a larger, tinted envelope to distinguish itself from the first invitation letter. 
4. Week 7: “Last chance” reminder letter. Three weeks after the second reminder, the remaining nonrespondents will receive a “last chance” reminder letter. This letter will inform the respondent that the data collection period is about to end and encourage participation before it is too late. 
5. Weeks 5-8: Targeted outbound dialing. Following all the mailings, the 25% of remaining nonrespondents with the lowest predicted response propensities will be called on the phone (using telephone numbers appended from a commercial data source).

Data Collection Process
Upon obtaining OMB clearance, the sampling frame will be created and sample selection initiated. Once households are selected, telephone numbers for those addresses, obtained through a commercial data vendor, will be appended to allow for outbound dialing. Customized recruitment material based on address will be printed and prepared for dissemination. As the CLNS is a self-administered web-based survey, all invitation mailings will include both the survey URL and a QR code for easy web questionnaire access. They will also include a project specific toll-free number and email address. Outreach will then proceed as outlined above.
To access the survey, each address will be provided a unique pin, located on the outreach materials. To ensure that all adults in the household have an approximately equal chance of selection, all invitation mailings will ask that the adult in the household with the next birthday complete the questionnaire, allowing for quasi-randomization. Respondents can complete the CLNS independently via the web or call the project toll-free number to complete the survey by telephone (see Attachment C for the Interactive Voice Recording scripts). 
Should they elect to complete the survey by phone, trained telephone interviewers will monitor the toll-free number to complete the CLNS with respondents or to respond to questions and comments. CLNS responses provided by respondent web survey completion or by a trained telephone interviewer will be entered into the same data collection system (i.e. web survey programmed in Voxco). NORC will export the web and phone survey responses on a daily basis, saving them to a secure folder with access limited to only those who need it. Upon completing the survey, respondents will be asked for their name and address and, should they consent, the Visa card including the post-paid incentive will be sent by mail (see Attachment C).

Informed Consent
Informed consent is gathered within the web survey, prior to the respondent completing the CLNS (see Attachment D for the CLNS Web Survey Consent Screen Text). The consent includes an overview of the survey and its purpose, confirmation that participation is voluntary and any questions can be skipped, and assurances that their personally identifiable information (PII) will not be released to BJS or the public. Respondents are provided with two methods of contacting the project team with questions. To proceed with the CLNS, respondents must acknowledge that they 1) have read the information provided, 2) are at least 18 years of age, and 3) they voluntarily agree to participate. If they select that they do not agree, they are directed to the survey end screen.

Justification for Sensitive Questions
To address the lack of outside data on the intersection of civil and criminal justice needs, it is critical that the survey questions must address the respondents’ personal experiences within those areas. While BJS will collect minimal PII as part of this collection, there is some risk of emotional distress for the respondents given the sensitive nature of the topics, particularly since the questions ask about victimization experiences and experiences with the criminal justice system. However, several safeguards are in place. Telephone interviewers will activate the distress protocol, as needed (see Attachment C). The Frequently Asked Questions provide additional resources, should the respondent have concerns about the topics addressed or want further information, screening questions help triage the topics shown to the respondent so they are more applicable, intro screens were added between sections to alert the respondent of the coming topic, and respondents are not forced to answer any questions or complete the survey. 

Timeline
	Milestone
	Start Date
	End Date

	Obtain OMB generic clearance
	4/22/2026 
	5/15/2026

	Sample selection, appending and print mail materials
	5/18/2026
	5/29/2026

	Data Collection
	6/1/2026
	7/24/2026

	Data Preparation and Analysis
	7/17/2026
	10/15/2026

	Draft Final Report
	10/01/2026
	12/31/2026



Burden Hours
As shown in Table 2, BJS estimated the respondent burden to be 677.09 hours. This burden comprises respondent mail and telephone outreach as well as the estimated 15 minutes for survey completion, determined through usability testing.

[bookmark: _Ref143155776]




Table 2: Burden Associated with Pilot Test and Associated Activities
	[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Category of Respondent & Activity
	Maximum # of Respondents
	Participation Time
(minutes)
	Burden (hours)

	CLNS Pilot mail materials (household)
	5,000
	5
	416.67

	CLNS Pilot telephone outreach (household)
	875
	5
	72.92

	CLNS Pilot web survey completion (individual)
	750
	15
	187.50

	
	
	
	

	Total 
	5,000
	~
	677.09



Paying Respondents
Respondents will be compensated for their involvement in this research through a combination of pre- and post-paid incentives. All addresses sampled will receive a $2 cash pre-paid incentive with the initial invitation letter (n=5,000) and survey respondents will be eligible to receive a $20 post-paid incentive upon completion (n=750). The purpose of a pre-paid incentive is to capture the respondent’s attention and to convey the legitimacy of the study while the post-paid incentive acts as compensation for the respondent’s time. The use of monetary incentives in federal surveys has become a standard practice to mitigate declining response rates and reduce non-response bias with typical pre-paid incentive amounts being $2 to $5 and post-paid incentives ranging from $10 to $40. 

Cost to the Federal Government
The estimated annual cost to the Federal government is $274,263 for the CLNS pilot portion of the work and an estimated $12,279 for the GS-13 project manager’s work, resulting in a total estimated cost of $286,542 [$274,263 + $12,279]. This total includes an estimated incentive cost of $25,000.

Analysis and Reporting
Upon completion of the pilot test, NORC will provide BJS with a report describing the findings and including final data collection recommendations. It will also include a suggested plan for national implementation. The report will provide detailed information on the testing methodology, analysis of data quality, a robust nonresponse bias assessment and recommended methods to address bias identified, and findings related to the new instrument tested. BJS does not intend to produce official statistics from data in this collection. However, NORC and ABF will release BJS-funded research and development report(s) addressing the pilot’s research questions. Upon submission and approval of non-substantive changes to its OMB generic clearance agreement (1121-0339), and pending no issues with data disclosure or quality, BJS intends to archive a public-use version of the data set and associated documentation.

Data Confidentiality and Security
[bookmark: _Hlk118271469]BJS is authorized to conduct this data collection under 34 U.S.C. § 10132. BJS may use the information it collects only for statistical and research purposes and must gather it in a manner that precludes its use for law enforcement or any purpose relating to a private person or public agency other than statistical or research purposes [Title 34 U.S.C. §10134]. By law, BJS is required to protect the confidentiality of information identifiable to a private person and safeguard it against unauthorized disclosure or misuse [Title 34 United States Code Sections 10134 and 10231]. 

The BJS Data Protection Guidelines provide more detailed information on how BJS and its data collection agents will use and protect data collected under BJS’s authority. 

The web survey will collect identifying information including respondents’ names and addresses, should they elect to receive a post-paid incentives. All information related to the data collection will be stored on a secure drive at NORC with restricted access to those staff members who are directly involved in testing. NORC will not share identifying respondent information with ABF. To protect the identities of the respondents, no identifying information will be kept in the final data file. Web and telephone survey responses will be retained until the end of the project and destroyed in accordance with the project’s data destruction guidelines. Emails sent to the project email box and all undeliverable or returned mail will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project. 

All project staff are required to sign a pledge of confidentiality and privacy certificate which confirms the maintaining of data and following the procedures outlined above. Furthermore, all data analysis will be conducted by project staff at NORC, who must complete official security training. 

Protection of Human Subjects
NORC’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), which has Federal-wide assurance, reviewed the project per 28 CFR 46 and determined that all aspects of the project do not meet the definition of human subjects research (see Attachment E for the CLNS Pilot IRB Approval Letter). 

Contact Information
Questions regarding any aspect of this project can be directed to:
	
	Statistical Programs Division
Bureau of Justice Statistics
U.S. Department of Justice
999 N Capitol St NE
Washington, DC 20002
Office Phone: (202) 307-0765
E-mail: ASKBJS@usdoj.gov

Attachments
Attachment A:		Civil Legal Needs Survey Instrument
Attachment B:		CLNS Cognitive and Usability Test Report 
Attachment C:		CLNS Pilot Respondent Outreach Materials
Attachment D: 	CLNS Pilot Web Survey Consent Screen Text
Attachment E: 	CLNS Pilot IRB Approval Letter
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