
Employment, Unemployment
and Civil Legal Aid

Nearly 12% of Massachusetts residents, the majority of whom belong to working families, 
live in poverty. Unfair wages, employment discrimination, and a slow economic recovery leave 
hundreds of  thousands of  families and individuals struggling to make ends meet. Civil legal aid 
attorneys work to address these problems, among others, through legal representation, policy 
advocacy, and partnerships with unions, workers’ groups, and social services providers.

74%
Turned Away

The Boston Bar Association’s 
Statewide Task Force to Expand 
Civil Legal Aid in Massachusetts 
found that legal aid programs in 
Massachusetts are forced to turn 
away 74% of eligible clients who 
seek assistance with employment 
matters.

Types of Employment Cases
In FY15, legal aid programs funded by the 
Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation closed 
581 employment cases and over 1,000 unemployment 
compensation cases.

Taxes (including Earned Income Tax Credit): 178

Employment Discrimination: 147

Wage Claims and Fair Labor Standards Act Issues: 142

Employee Rights: 40

Other Employment: 74

Unemployment Compensation: 1,037 cases

Policy Advocacy
Beyond representing individual clients, 
legal aid programs use data-driven analysis 
and advocacy to help shape the laws and 
policies that impact the working poor. 
From advocating for minimum wage and 
unemployment insurance reform to pushing 
legislation to remove barriers to employment 
for the long-term unemployed, legal aid is a 
driving force for systemic change.

Partnerships
During the FY16 legislative campaign, 
over 70 community organizations 
endorsed MLAC’s budget request, 
recognizing the pivotal role civil legal 
aid plays in helping residents across the 
Commonwealth maintain safe, stable and 
healthy lives.  



Extensive Legal Needs 

The obstacles that low-income families face on a daily basis are staggering: health issues, 
discrimination and exploitation, lack of  training, lack of  childcare services, and administrative 
error can prevent individuals from maintaining the gainful employment they need to support their 
families. With access to so many basic needs—from housing to healthcare—dependent on fair 
employment, legal aid plays a crucial role in combatting poverty in the Commonwealth.

When I was introduced 
to my legal aid attorney, 

it was Heaven sent. 
I don’t know what 
I would have done 
without her help.

- Daniele
Legal Aid Client

Facing an Impossible Choice
Daniele was working as a medical interpreter when she was diagnosed with breast cancer. 
Treatment required a double mastectomy, chemotherapy, and radiation, which forced her to take a 
leave of  absence from her job. When she returned to work, her employers notified her that she could 
take no more sick days, even for her chemo treatments. 

This forced Daniele to make an agonizing decision, choosing between work and treatments that 
could save her life.  She decided to continue her chemo and was soon fired. Losing her job also 
meant losing her health insurance and access to chemo. Without income, she was unable to pay her 
rent and was soon informed that she and her daughters would be evicted from their home. Luckily, 
Daniele’s neighborhood health center referred her to South Coastal Counties Legal  Services, 
where an attorney helped get her job and health insurance re-instated. Her legal aid attorney also 
convinced Daniele’s landlord to accept partial payment and set up a payment plan until Daniele’s 
health and finances stabilized. Daniele is now cancer-free and back at work full-time.

Employment and Civil Legal Aid

 ▷Low-wage workers are especially vulnerable to exploitation. 
When workers are denied wages, underpaid, subjected to unsafe 
working conditions, or otherwise mistreated, legal aid can help 
enforce fair labor standards to ensure that their rights are upheld.

 ▷Employment discrimination can come in many forms. When 
employees face sexual harassment, wrongful termination due to 
illness or disability, or other forms of  discrimination, legal aid can 
secure favorable outcomes.

 ▷ Individuals who must leave work through no fault of  their own 
are sometimes denied unemployment insurance, which can result 
in a downward spiral into poverty. Legal aid works on behalf  of  
these clients to secure this vital benefit.

 ▷When low-income households need help resolving complicated 
tax issues, legal aid can help them recover the hard-earned income 
they need to get by.
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