
Legal participation for litigants in person



Developing 
supports for 
Litigants in 
Person through 
Human-Centred 
Design

Gráinne McKeever, Lucy Royal-Dawson, John 
McCord, Priyamvada Yarnell & Mark Potkewitz



Litigants in person in Northern Ireland: 

barriers to legal participation

Gráinne McKeever, Lucy Royal-Dawson, 

Eleanor Kirk and John McCord

www.ulster.ac.uk/litigantsinperson 

http://www.ulster.ac.uk/litigantsinperson


Participative 
barriers

1. Intellectual
2. Practical
3. Emotional
4. Attitudinal



Intellectual

• How dispute resolution 
process works, what is 
required and how to 
progress disputes

• What information decision 
makers require

• Understanding the decisions

• Awareness of legal issue 
under dispute



Practical

• Knowing where to get help 
and advice

• Accessing legal/specialist 
support – inequality of arms

• Securing independent 
evidence 



Emotional

• Critical issue at stake
• Disputes generate significant 

(negative) emotions
• Support can alleviate 

anxieties and instill 
confidence



Attitudinal

• Cultural entrenchment - court 
actors adopt negative 
attitude to LIPs & assume 
difficult to deal with 

• LIPs adopt negative attitude 
to court actors

• Each see the system as one 
that is being held back by the 
demands to accommodate 
the other.



Recommendations from LIPNI 1

Cultural change: future reforms should be inclusive of 
multiple perspectives, including court users who 
should be facilitated to contribute to the re-
orientation and development

Changes to the system, including information & 
materials, should be developed as a co-production 
between LIPs, NICTS, the judiciary and the legal 
profession to maximise coherence, relevance and 
effectiveness



• Hypothesis: creating support 
materials for LIPs through a co-
productive process, which 
centres the LIP as the user, has 
the potential to develop a 
foundation for cultural change

•Methodology: human-centred 
design

Human centred design



Design process

© Caoimhe O’Hare, @studiocaoi



• Descriptions of fictitious users (LIPs) which represent real experience and 
behaviour. 

• Enable participants to focus on a common user journey. 

• Equalises the status between participants and removes links to actual 
individuals

Design brief: personas







Mapping the litigation journey 

Identifying pain points to trigger 
ideas about solutions 

Generating ideas for solutions

Converge by criteria of impact / 
ease of implementation

Selecting and prototype ideas

Walking in their shoes









Selecting the designs



www.ulster.ac.uk/familycourtinfo



• Reflective diaries by design group to collect quali data, with reflections 
prompted by Qs on expectations & experience of working in a group of 
diverse stakeholders 

• 1-2-1 ‘think aloud’ sessions, interacting with the support tools, capturing 
specific reflections on process

• Coded in NVivo and analysed thematically

Data



Findings

Exposure to different perspectives 
from Design Group members was 
critical in challenging thinking and 
developing understanding and 
empathy.

Caveat: Design Group members 
were pre-disposed to wanting 
change & improvement

 



Walking in the persona’s shoes

Scepticism at idea of ‘walking in the shoes’ replaced 
by explicit acknowledgment of the value of being 
immersed in the persona’s perspective:

• Seeing how different people viewed the same 
scenario from different perspectives 

• Being forced to step out of their own “insularity” 
& group thinking 

• Complacency replaced by horror at how far-
removed system perspective/procedures are 
from service users



Commitment to the process

• Intimidating initially because of 
range/depth of knowledge held 
by others but clear that there 
was a genuine interest in 
feedback from everyone: 

• “Always felt an outsider in 
proceedings but felt part of the 
HCD process.” (LIP)

• Clear evidence of commitment, 
positivity, energy, hopefulness.



Inspired by being able to influence the thinking on problems/solutions.

Inspired by the ability to break down a huge task to get through it.

Cross-fertilisation of ideas, working from the persona’s perspective.

No hierarchy of ideas, helping maintain equal status between members. 

Finding solutions



The right design

Clear benefits in making sure we got the 
right design:
• “it’s nigh on perfect in terms of what we 

thought we would get and it’s much more 
evolved ...” (Departmental official)

Seeing the potential to use HCD to develop 
services/programmes in participants’ areas 
of expertise



Changing perspectives

Potential for conflicting views/experiences 
acknowledged from outset –  healthy degree of 
scepticism and honesty helped forge consensus

Self-reported cognitive or affective shifts in 
perspective:

• “[Persona] has changed my perspective, ie made me think 
about their motivations … I have been periodically thinking 
about them during the week and ways the situation could 
be improved.” (Departmental official)

• “Learning about family court changed my view on issues I 
realised I had quite a fixed view on beforehand.” (LIP)



Conclusion

Empathy the main outcome – 

Participants reflected on the ‘humanity’, the 
generosity and the commitment evident 
within the group. 

Ultimately, both process and product 
endorsed:

“The case has been proved, definitely we can 
learn from it.” (Departmental official)



• Truncated HCD process with 
the Law Society (NI), LIPs 
and stakeholders

• Charter for Effective 
Participation and 
Communication between 
Solicitors and Litigants in 
Person in Northern Ireland

• Launch & evaluation to 
follow

HCD in practice
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