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Subject: [lp] re: Groups - Litigant Portal Data Standardization ver. 3.docx uploaded

Hi folks -

I'll begin this long message by apologizing in advance if I've missed some key things somewhere; I may 
have simply misunderstood the nature of this process or missed some of the key conversations, or 
perhaps i'm misreading the documentation! All of these seem like plausible reasons as to why I'm so 
confused. 

But: if in fact I do understand the situation, and i am reading this document correctly, then i have a 
range of concerns worth sharing in advance of the call tomorrow. Here goes:

I) *Is this a data specification?* 

On just a conceptual level, this document doesn't reflect what i would expect to see in a 'data standard.' 
I'm not a technical person, so i could be wrong here! But it reads more like a list of functional 
specifications for a specific piece of software, rather than a set of data specifications for exchange of 
data between different kinds of software. 

(For the latter, I would expect fieldnames, format types, indication of required v optional fields, perhaps 
a logical model, etc; perhaps this content was shared in the UML package, but i believe that requires 
specialized software and skills to use, so if this content exists I wonder if it could be made available in a 
more accessible format?)

II) *What assumptions have been made, and why, about how legal aid providers (and other 'solution' 
providers) work?* 

By way of the Open Referral initiative [https://docs.openreferral.org] this is the only area that i have any 
particular insight into – and from what I can tell, the document does not reflect reality.

IIa) The document asserts that a standardized set of categories of services has been established by Open 
Referral – this is not true. We have intentionally *not* tried to standardize a set of categories of services 
and/or people. In part, this is because there are multiple competing taxonomies that already exist; also, 
it seems like a problem that can't be solved with a 'standard.' (During our Denver meeting, I was afraid 
that I made this point too often and at too great a length, but this documentation seems to reflect the 
opposite of what I had tried to communicate.)

IIb) The document asserts "Provider may have different capacity for different legal issues and this data 
element will indicate availability as it relates to particular case types. This quantity will need to be 
maintained on a regular basis by the Provider's system." 

I could be misunderstanding the nature of the 'litigant portal' projects involved here, but as far as we 
have seen from our research in legal aid, 'provider capacity' is often not recorded in any digital format; 



there's often no incentive for providers to do the work of recording it (or, indeed, sometimes perverse 
incentives to obfuscate or misrepresent this information); and no institutional mechanism to compel 
participation. This seems to be a policy problem and/or a cultural problem, not a technical problem; I'm 
afraid that confusing the former for the latter is likely to lead to failure at best and harm at worst.

IIc) The one positive contribution that I feel confident that Open Referral can make to this effort is a 
modeling of types of information about legal aid orgs (and/or other social service orgs), the services they 
provide, and the location at which those services can be accessed... yet section 1B of the document 
seems to ignore the modeling we've done toward that end, and instead offers a set of information 
elements that seem overly simplistic ("Provider Description - Free text description from the Provider 
describing their services and other pertinent information." eh?) or random ("Provider Affiliations"?)

To reiterate: Open Referral has already modeled factual information about provider organizations and 
their services (and this model has been implemented by major legal aid tech vendors) and I hope to help 
you all apply that model here. We have NOT articulated a standardized set of categories of services, or 
categories of people, or capacities of providers – and have serious concerns about the effectiveness of
any effort to do so. This document, however, seems to manifest the opposite of each of these points.

I can't comment on the rest, but i am worried, because all of this just applies to the first two pages of 
the specification. Plus all of my points above comprise pretty much the entirety of the points I already 
made while we were face-to-face in Denver. 

Perhaps my confusion can be easily cleared up with some clarifications and pointers in the direction i 
should have been looking all along. 

But that leads to my last point:

III) It's really hard to do this kind of collaborative work with a bunch of word documents. Ideally the 
documentation would live at a fixed URL with commenting and version control to be able to track 
discussions over time. 

Like I said, perhaps there is a simple explanation that can address my confusion. Sorry in advance, if so. 
In any case, looking forward to the call tomorrow.

thanks,
~greg


