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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. This report has been commissioned by AdviceUK as part of the Working Together 

for Advice Project, funded by the Big Lottery Fund. The objectives of the report are 
to: 

 
• Review the skills gaps of the legal advice workforce 
• Review current drivers for change in the skills needs of the workforce 
• Consider possible career progression routes within the legal advice workforce 

together with barriers to progression, real or perceived 
• Produce case studies of career development paths within the legal advice 

sector which can be used to demonstrate possible career development routes 
for the workforce. 

 
1.2. The report is complementary to and builds on an earlier, comprehensive report 

prepared by AdviceUK, on behalf of the Working Together for Advice project. That 
report was based on primary research carried out through interviews and 
questionnaires completed across four partner agencies in the Working Together for 
Advice Project.1 All levels of the workforce were consulted and the key findings are 
detailed in Table 1. 

 
Role Most Required Training On Least Required Training On 

Manager Reviewing support Time to reflect 
Advice Supervisor Appropriateness of service in 

local context 
Personal objectives 

Casework Supervisor Time to reflect Professional development plan 
Adviser Identifying negotiation 

strategies 
Interpreters 

Caseworker Professional development plan Time to reflect 
Administrative Support 

Worker 
Analysing data Organising emails 

 
           Table 1: Source: The Skills Gap Analysis Report prepared by Advice UK: 2009 
 
1.3. For this complementary report, no new primary research has been carried out. The 

report has been informed by the findings of an earlier report which mapped training 
programmes from the partner agencies against National Occupational Standards. It 
has also been informed by desk research into external influences on the level and 
kind of legal advice being demanded by members of the public. 

 
1.4. It should be noted that any skills gaps identified in this report are based on 

qualitative data. No quantitative data are available and further Labour Market 
Intelligence would need to be carried out, possibly as part of a wider Sector Skills 
Agreement project. 

 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Advice UK, Age UK, Youth Access and Law Centres Federation. 
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2.   External Influences on Legal Advice 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
2.1.1. The demand for a skilled and knowledgeable legal advice workforce can be 

influenced by a range of external factors including changes in the economy and 
changes in the employment market. These factors impact on people’s lives e.g. by 
increasing the number of people in danger of losing their homes because of 
mortgage debt or requiring advice on benefits because of unemployment. 

 
2.1.2. These influences, together with others such as regulation and the demands of 

commissioners impact on the range of skills and knowledge required across the 
legal advice workforce. 

 
2.1.3.  This section considers some of the key external influences that may increase the 

demand for advice in specific areas and the impact this will have on the skills needs 
of the workforce.  

 
2.2. Changes in the Economic Climate 
 
2.2.1. The main source of information for this section is the Report by the Ministry of 

Justice: a Study of Legal Advice at Local Level2 and its follow up report: a Study of 
Legal Advice at Local Level – Implementation Plan. 

 
2.2.2. The initial Ministry of Justice Study focused on four main areas: 
 

• The impact of the current recession on the demand for civil legal advice 
• The impact of civil legal advice fixed fees on local providers 
• The effect of Community Legal Advice Sectors on other providers in the area 
• Funding from sources other than the Community Legal Service. 

 
2.2.3. In relation to this current report, the main area of interest is the impact of the 

recession on the demand for civil legal advice. This affects both the numbers of 
people requiring advice and the areas of legal advice that are likely to be affected. 

 
2.2.4. The Study of Legal Advice at Local Level estimates that the demand for legal 

advice in key areas has increased markedly as a result of the recession. Calls to 
the Community Legal Advice Call Centres indicate increases in calls relating to: 

 
• Debt, up 39% 
• Employment, up 33% 
• Housing, up 14% 
• Welfare benefits, up 47% 

 
2.2.5. Citizens Advice report that since April 2008, enquiries relating to redundancy have 

increased by 125%. 

                                                
2 June 2009 
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2.2.6. Figures for July – September 2008 indicate a 51% increase in enquiries about 
mortgages and secured loans and a 10% increase in fuel debts compared to the 
previous year. 

 
2.2.7. In addition, there appears to be a new group of clients making enquiries about legal 

advice. These include small business owners and self-employed people concerned 
about poorer business prospects and people being asked to take a cut in their 
working hours with a consequent cut in income. Clearly all these factors can impact 
on the number of legal advice enquiries, particularly in areas such as mortgages 
and repossession, debt, employment and welfare benefits. 

 
2.2.8. All these factors impact on the Working Together for Advice partner agencies and 

require them to consider staff levels and the skills and knowledge needs of any new 
members of the workforce, including volunteers. 

 
2.2.9. In terms of a knowledge and understanding of legal advice areas, the key demand 

areas appear to be: 
 

• Debt and money advice 
• Redundancy and employment rights 
• Housing including mortgage advice and repossession 
• Welfare benefits 

 
2.3. The Impact of Regulation 
 
2.3.1. Introduction 
 
2.3.1.1. The legal advice sector is subject to a range of regulatory requirements which 

have an impact on skills needs and training requirements. These include the 
requirements of the Office of the Immigration Commissioner (OISC) in relation to 
the provision of legal advice on immigration and asylum and the requirements of 
the Legal Services Commission Quality Mark which affects funding. In addition, 
as more legal advice services are subject to commissioning processes rather 
than funded through local authority grants, it is likely that more emphasis will be 
put on agencies being able to evidence adviser competence through the 
provision of appropriate training and or/qualifications. 

 
2.3.2. Immigration and Asylum Advice 
 
2.3.2.1. OISC advisers must be assessed by approved OISC assessors and can only 

advise at the level for which they are approved. There are three levels of advice 
for both immigration advice and advice to asylum seekers. 

 
2.3.2.2. In order to qualify for Legal Aid funding, providers of legal advice must be 

approved against the Legal Services Commission Quality Mark at General or 
Specialist level. To qualify for a Quality Mark, providers must demonstrate that 
their staff are competent to provide the agreed levels of advice. The General 
Help standard D states: 

 
‘Members of the Community Legal Service must ensure that staff possess or 
develop the skills and knowledge required to meet the clients’ needs’ 
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This is further elaborated in D2: 
 
‘Training and development are provided for all staff who work within the service.’ 

 
2.3.2.3. It is clear that all staff providing legal advice must be trained in the relevant 

areas of advice. New staff, both paid and voluntary employed as a result of the 
increased need for advice resulting from the impact of the recession, must be 
given training in the appropriate knowledge and skill areas.  

 
3. Findings from the Map of Training against National Occupational 

Standards 
 
3.1. Introduction 
 
3.1.1. This information in this section has been derived from the mapping of Partner 

Training Programmes against National Occupational Standards. It is based on the 
premise that a demand for training indicates a skill and or knowledge deficit in the 
legal advice sector. The results are identified on a partner agency basis. No results 
are available for Law Centres Federation. 

 
3.2. Skills Needs as Indicated by the Partners’ Training Programmes 
 

• Legal Knowledge: 
- Welfare benefits, money and debt as they apply to particular client groups 

e.g. young people/older people 
- Housing and homelessness 
- Mental health and the mental capacity act 
- Education entitlements for young people 

 
• Basic client and customer service skills including providing information and 

signposting and referrals 
 
• Generic management skills including: 

- Managing teams including providing appropriate training and 
development 

- Recruiting and managing volunteers 
- Equality of opportunity, challenging stereotypes and managing diversity 
- Recruiting staff and managing disciplinary and grievance procedures 
 

• Interpersonal skills including: 
- active listening 
- questioning 
- negotiating 
- interviewing 
- recording information 
- diagnostic and problem solving skills 
 

3.3. Section 4 summarises the skills needs identified in Section 3 and provides an 
indication of how these may affect career development in the sector.  
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4. Skills Gaps and Career Progression in the Legal Advice Sector  
 
4.1. Introduction 
 
4.1.1. Extrapolating from the findings in the Ministry of Justice Study of Legal Advice at 

Local Level and the training programmes being offered by the Working Together for 
Advice Partners, it appears that there is a skills/knowledge gap in i) areas of law ii) 
managements and customer service and iii) interpersonal skills. 

 
4.2.     Knowledge Gaps in Specific Legal Advice Areas 
 
4.2.1. The Ministry of Justice Study of Legal Advice at Local Level report identifies an 

increased demand for advice in: 
 

• Debt and money advice 
• Redundancy and employment rights 
• Housing including mortgage advice and repossession 
• Welfare benefits including the welfare rights of particular groups e.g. older 

people, young people 
 
4.2.2. An analysis of the training being delivered by the partner agencies supports these 

findings but also suggest additional needs in: 
 

• Mental health and the mental capacity act 
• Education entitlements for young people 

 
4.3.   Skills Gaps 
 
4.3.1. The research indicates that there are skills gaps in the workforce in the following 

areas: 
 

• Customer service and client relationships 
- providing information 
- signposting 
- referral 

 
• Recruiting and managing volunteers 
 
• Management 

- managing teams 
- staff recruitment and retention 
- disciplinary and grievance procedures 
- equality of opportunity and valuing diversity 
- training needs analysis and providing training opportunities for staff 

 
4.3.2. In addition, both the Working Together for Advice Skills Gap Report and the Map of 

Training against National Occupational Standards indicate a skills need in: 
 

• Negotiating skills 
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• Active listening skills 
• Questioning skills 
• Interviewing Skills 

 
4.3.3.   Other skills identified include problem solving and recording information. 
 
5. Career Development in the Legal Advice Sector 
 
5.1. Most legal advice organisations, particularly those in the Third Sector have a 

relatively flat structure as exemplified in the case studies in Section 7. 
Diagrammatically, the structures tend to be: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5.2. The agencies are all ‘not-for-profit organisations and as such, the number of posts 

is dependent on the funding that is available. Although agencies can make a strong 
case for additional funding based on the need and demand for advice services from 
the public, much of the funding comes from commissioners, usually local 
authorities. Although the need is clearly greater as evidenced in the Ministry of 
Justice Study of Legal Advice at Local Level report, public sector funding is being 
reduced. This will inevitably have an effect on the career development opportunities 
available to members of the workforce. 

 
5.3. Administration Support workers, in addition to requiring generic administration skills, 

are usually the first point of contact for clients so they need to have strong customer 
service skills. These can be valuable if the individual wishes to progress to advice 
worker. Progression opportunities are often limited as funding for posts can be 
limited. 

 

                                                    Advice Worker 
Often consists of a number of part time, sometimes volunteer workers 

                        Case Worker 

              Manager 

 Project Worker 

  Admin Support 
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5.4. Advice workers need to be trained in both ‘customer service’ skills and in the 
specific advice areas they will be advising on. Please refer to sections 3 and 4 for 
the list of areas where there is current demand. 

 
5.5. Advice workers can progress in a range of ways such as: 
 

• Case worker: for this they would need advanced training both in the skill areas 
such as preparing and presenting cases in courts and tribunals and the specific 
areas of law. 

• Project workers: often, the opportunity to progress within an organisation is 
limited by funding for case worker posts. However, there may be opportunities 
to progress into specific project funded posts. This may be an opportunity for 
an individual to develop in a particular area of law and also to develop the 
generic skills of project management, budget management and team 
leadership, all of which will widen opportunities for career progression. 

 
5.6. The most common career progression route for case workers is into management. 

Opportunities are limited again because of funding. 
 
5.7. A clear skills development need defined in Section 4 is in the area of management. 
 
5.8. These are all generic management skills, necessary for managing an advice centre 

but also transferable to other occupational settings. This would widen career 
development opportunities for those members of the workforce who have limited 
career progression opportunities at present. 

 
6.      Conclusions 
 
6.1. Conclusion 1: The identification of skills gaps within the current legal advice 

workforce is based on extrapolation from Government reports and the delivery of 
training programmes by partner agencies. Further research on Labour Market 
Intelligence (LMI) is required to confirm and enhance these findings. This could be 
part of a larger Sector Skills Analysis Project for the legal advice sector. 

 
6.2. Conclusion 2: Career development opportunities within individual advice agencies 

are limited because of the flat structure of most organisations and because of 
limitations on funding. Accessing training may help individuals to become more 
competent and confident in their job role and may open new career development 
opportunities e.g. into project management roles within the organisation or into 
generic management posts. 

 
6.3. Conclusion 3: Career development within Third Sector advice agencies is possible 

– see the progression illustrations in Section 7. These are all based on real 
examples. There are opportunities but at the moment, there is no structured career 
development pathway. Often  career development depends on the flexibility of the 
individual worker. 

 
7. Career Progression Illustrations                                     
 
7.1. Introduction 
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7.1.1. These career progression illustrations have been produced to demonstrate some 

examples of how individuals working in the legal advice sector have progressed 
their careers. The illustrations are based on personal interviews with individual 
advisers and managers in the legal advice sector. They demonstrate that it is 
possible to develop personally and professionally in the sector. Different 
approaches are highlighted ranging from people entering the sector as a volunteer 
with little direct relevant experience to others who have moved in from a related 
sector. The illustrations have been anonymised where this was requested by the 
interviewee. 

 
7.2.   Age Concern in South London 
 
7.2.1. The interviewee’s early career was as a qualified electronics engineer, developing 

through a full apprenticeship programme and working for the same company for 
seven years. During that time, she had an opportunity to work in different areas in 
the company including sales. 

 
7.2.2. She then took a career break to concentrate on her family and during that time, she 

became involved with voluntary work including as a school governor and acting as 
chair of a local tenants’ housing group. 

 
7.2.3. When considering a return to work, she realised that her personal and professional 

aspirations had moved away from electronics and she wanted to become more 
involved with supporting and advising vulnerable people and people with problems 
requiring legal advice. To move this forward, she worked as a volunteer in a 
Citizens Advice Bureau for about three months, undertaking appropriate training 
provided through the bureau. 

 
7.2.4. It was at this stage that the interviewee recognised that her particular area of 

interest was in supporting and advising older people on their rights and she was 
referred to an Age Concern locally. She started working as a volunteer one day a 
week in February 2000. 

 
7.2.5. After five months, an opportunity arose to become trained in benefits advice with a 

particular emphasis on the needs and rights of older people. A paid opportunity 
arose to work in this area 2 days per week whilst still carrying on with the volunteer 
work 1 day a week. The part time work grew into three days a week and a new 
opportunity arose to train in advocacy. 

 
7.2.6. Shortly afterwards, she was appointed four days a week to provide advocacy 

services for older people who needed them. 
 
7.2.7. A new opportunity arose when Age Concern became involved in researching a 

social enterprise project for older people in the home. She was responsible for 
piloting the project and staff involved with the project. 

 
7.2.8. A new opportunity arose as the Operations and Development Manager of the Age 

Concern four years ago, responsible to the Director. She is involved in managing 
specific projects as they arise including supporting the development of bids for 
project funding. She manages staff and is committed to the personal and 
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professional development of all staff, both paid and volunteer, with whom she 
works. 

 
7.2.9. What helps Career Progression? 
 

• Personal commitment to and enthusiasm for the work you are involved with 
• The organisational culture of promoting and supporting the development of all 

staff. This includes involving them in areas such as business planning so that 
they feel they are making a real contribution to the direction and future of the 
organisation. This was the culture of the Age Concern when the interviewee 
joined and it is one that she continues to promote in her managerial role. 

 
7.3. Community Law Service (Northampton & County) 
 
7.3.1. Introduction 
 
7.3.1.1. This case study is based on a large Community Law Service (Northampton and 

County) based in the Midlands. Its current budget is in the region of £1.3 million 
although this varies slightly annually because of variations in funding. The 
current head of the service has built up the organisations over a period of over 
20 years, from a small service to its current state employing 50+ paid staff and 
having achieved the Legal Services Commission’s (LSC) Specialist Quality 
Mark. In this period, the service has moved from being highly dependent on 
volunteer workers to a situation where the majority of the advice and case work 
is carried out by paid staff. 

 
7.3.2. Recruitment and Retention of Staff 
 
7.3.2.1. Although for some work within the service, e.g. working in the higher courts, 

legal qualifications are required, in other areas the service does not demand any 
formal qualifications for its caseworkers, preferring to look at the background 
and experience of potential staff. Where applicants do not have an appropriate 
level of experience but do have the required level of communication and 
interpersonal skills, along with a good level of literacy and numeracy, the service 
will appoint and train internally. Each area needs advisers who meet the LSC 
Supervisor Standard which requires meeting three years competency criteria 
across a range of activities and the required number of continuing professional 
development (CPD) points. Caseworkers have to meet the LSC caseworker 
competency standards in terms of training. 

 
7.3.2.2. The training budget within the organisation has been supported in the last few 

years by funding from a regional Financial Inclusion Fund project. 
Comprehensive training is delivered through the Money Advice Trust including 
advanced training in debt advice. It is likely that the level of funding that has 
been available for staff development may be substantially reduced in the current 
economic climate, particularly in relation to projects commissioned and funded 
by local government. 

 
7.3.2.3. Career progression within the organisation is to some extent limited. Initially, it is 

possible for a newly trained advice worker to progress quite quickly to case 
worker. Upward progression is then limited because of the flat management 



 
Working Together for Advice: Skills Gaps and Career Progression                                                            10 
Elaine Sauvé: April 2010 

structure of the organisation. Departmental managers are often expected to 
continue to undertake casework due to limitations on funding for management 
positions. 

 
7.3.2.4. It is possible for case workers to progress horizontally, possibly as new projects 

arise. These could provide challenging and stimulating opportunities for self -
development and broadening personal and professional experience.  

 
7.3.2.5. It is acknowledged that it would be beneficial both in terms of enhancing the 

efficiency of the organisation and in providing career progression opportunities, 
if there was a more structured management framework. However, funders are 
usually reluctant to fund management posts, preferring the funds to go to front 
line advice/case work posts. 

 
7.3.2.6. New Career Opportunities 
 
                The service is involved in two new initiatives to support the development of staff. 
 

1. Providing work experience for people who are unemployed and who are 
seeking to enhance their employability skills. These are funded through 
Government initiatives such as Women into Work. The work experience is 
primarily focused on administration and where the candidate proves to be 
‘right’ for the organisation and where an appropriate vacancy exists, they 
may be offered a paid position.  

 
      A key factor for the successful employment of someone in this scheme is 

careful matching of the candidate with the skills and attitudes needed by the 
service. This is the responsibility of the training provider working with the 
employer, in this case, the service. 

 
2. Working with the local university to provide formal work experience 

placements to ‘fast track’ law students, i.e. students who are completing their 
law degree in two years instead of three. These are not ‘volunteer’ roles. 
Instead, the process involves the students committing to a minimum of one 
day per week over two years. This will be a formally assessed aspect of their 
degree. The ‘fast track’ process means that the students do not have the 
long summer break so their work with the service is consistent and 
continuous over the two years. 

 
     This process is of mutual benefit to the law students who will gain invaluable 

experience in the provision of advice and case work, and to the service who 
will have access to a cadre of committed ‘volunteers’ over a two year period. 

 
7.3.3.   Is a Formal Qualification Important? 
 
7.3.3.1. Except where a formal legal qualification is required, in terms of the quality of 

the advice being provided, the service does not see the need for a formal 
qualification. However, having a qualification does have two potential benefits: 

 
• Individual advisers may wish to achieve a formal qualification to enhance 

their own employability elsewhere in the advice sector 
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• The concept of a ‘qualified staff’ might enhance the credibility of the advice 

sector in the eyes of the general public where the perception is still of a 
volunteer – and therefore – an unprofessional workforce. Whilst this 
perception is clearly not the case, it is difficult to persuade people otherwise 
and the possession of a recognised qualification might change that 
perception. 

 
7.4. Matt Ventrella: Greenwich Housing Rights 
 
7.4.1. Matt started his career in legal advice many years ago, having graduated from 

university with a degree in Law. At university he became aware of the fact that he 
was more interested in what could be done using the law, not necessarily 
becoming a lawyer.  

 
7.4.2. His first step into advice work was as a volunteer with local community projects in 

Gloucestershire.  The work involved: 
 

• Providing advice to individuals 
• Supporting local groups 
• Building capacity in the local community i.e. leaving a sustainable legacy 

 
7.4.3. This work led Matt to specialise in benefits and housing advice.  As part of this 

work, he developed and delivered a training programme on benefits advice, in 
collaboration with the local community college and other advice centres. 

 
7.4.4. Matt then moved to London and took up a post with Greenwich Housing Rights. 

This involved setting up an advice centre at the local court and recruiting and 
training volunteers as well as some ‘hands on’ advice work. Matt believes that it is 
important to maintain the front line advice role so that knowledge and skills are 
kept up to date. 

 
7.4.5. Matt then moved to the Law Centres Federation where he was initially responsible 

for setting up and supporting pro bono advice services.  He subsequently became 
a trainer and assessor with AdviceUK. 

 
7.4.6. Matt returned to Greenwich Housing Rights as an adviser, then as a manager, and 

now co-ordinates a partnership of six local advice centres, as well as maintaining 
his training role.   

 
7.4.7. In his career in advice, Matt has worked with a number of volunteers who have 

used their volunteering as a stepping stone to permanent employment.  At 
Greenwich Housing Rights, this has included law graduates who wish to gain 
experience in working with clients and also working in courts, before moving into 
working as trainee solicitors or barristers.  In other centres, volunteer advisers 
have come from social work or voluntary community work backgrounds, or have 
gone into social work through using their advice experience. 

 
7.4.8. Other possible progression routes include: 
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            Volunteer          advice worker              advice session supervisor      
       case worker     casework supervisor
          management/training 
 
7.4.9.   What helps Career Progression? 
 

• Being prepared to move, not just to different organisations but sometimes 
different geographical areas 

• Personal flexibility in terms of job roles 
• Recognising and building on the transferable skills developed through the 

advice giving role including: 
 

- problem solving 
- forward planning 
- following up/checking back  
- strong interpersonal and communication skills 

 
            All of these are useful in other roles and other sectors such as management, 

training etc. 
 
7.5. Young People’s Advice Centre, Central London 
 
7.5.1. The interviewee’s early career was as a qualified youth worker working mainly with 

groups of young people. She then progressed to become a Learning Mentor, 
working on a 1:1 basis with individual young people. During that time, an 
opportunity arose to become involved in a new area of work and to work towards 
achieving the pilot Connexions Diploma. She worked as a Connexions Personal 
Adviser in a school, again working on a 1:1 basis with young people. 

 
7.5.2. From this, she recognised that she had a preference for working on a 1:1 basis 

with young people and obtained a post as a Connexions Personal Adviser (PA) 
working within a Young People’s Advice Centre. This in turn led to a realisation 
that she had a particular interest in supporting individual young people and 
providing legal advice. 

 
7.5.3. In her new post, the interviewee was encouraged to undertake specialist training in 

Welfare Rights advice. Some management training was also provided by the 
Centre. 

 
7.5.4. The Centre has a very supportive culture with senior staff providing advice and 

support to less experienced staff. Internally, the advice workers and case workers 
provide case supervision for each other. 

 
7.5.5. The interviewee has now progressed to become the manager of the Centre and 

also provides case work services to young people requiring that particular service. 
 
7.5.6. What helps Career Progression? 
 

• Recognising own strengths and interests. 
• Being prepared to make the best use of personal and professional 

development opportunities as they arise. 



 
Working Together for Advice: Skills Gaps and Career Progression                                                            13 
Elaine Sauvé: April 2010 

• Being prepared to move into related employment areas e.g. Youth Work              
Connexions PA                  other youth adviser. 

• Personal commitment to and enthusiasm for the work you are involved with. 
• Culture of support within an organisation. 

 
7.6.   Advice and advocacy worker, Drop In Centre in South London 
 
7.6.1. The interviewee started her career in the provision of advice and advocacy to young 

people as a volunteer counsellor, being inspired by the holistic approach taken by 
the Drop In Centre. This means that workers look at addressing all aspects of a 
young person’s life and provide practical advice, advocacy and counselling support 
as required. 

 
7.6.2. The interviewee’s background in supporting individuals has come from working in 

the Health Service as a Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) co-ordinator. 
This meant that she had appropriate communication and interpersonal skills to work 
effectively on a 1:1 basis with young people. 

 
7.6.3. The Centre provided appropriate training to enable the interviewee to progress 

within legal advice and advocacy for young people. This included attending a 
number of training courses run by Youth Access. Although these are not formally 
accredited, they have been mapped to the National Occupational Standards for 
Legal Advice. 

 
7.6.4. She was also given personal support through the professional supervision process 

and the culture of open and transparent communication within the Drop In also 
supported the personal progression of staff across the Centre. 

 
7.6.5. What are the barriers to career progression? 
 
7.6.5.1. Progression opportunities in small organisations in the Third Sector are limited. 

The availability of an appropriate accredited qualification might facilitate 
progression to other agencies working in related fields. 

 
7.6.6.    What helps Career Progression? 
 

• Personal commitment to and enthusiasm for the work you are involved in 
• The provision of training by the organisational in specific job related areas 
• The culture of professional supervision within the organisation which provides 

advice and support to individual staff, helping them to cope with difficult 
problems and challenges that occur in the job role. 

 
8.   Barriers to Career Progression and How to Minimise Them 
 
8.1.         Introduction 
 
8.1.1. In this Section, we highlight some of the real and perceived barriers to career 

progression within Legal Advice Services. These are drawn from the research 
detailed in Sections 3 and 4 and from the Career Progression Illustrations in 
Section 7. 
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8.2.        Real and Perceived Identified Barriers to Progression 
 
8.2.1. Funding: this is a real barrier to progression for many members of the legal advice 

workforce. Most paid posts within the sector are paid for by accessing external 
funding. This may come from Central Government, some comes from project 
funding (but is therefore temporary) and some from commissioners such as local 
authorities. Funding for some services also comes through the legal aid process. 
It is unlikely that in the current economic climate, any of these funding streams will 
increase. Indeed, some may decrease e.g. project funding may become more 
difficult to access and commissioners may require competitive tendering. Career 
development opportunities through increases in funding appear unlikely in the 
immediate future. 

 
8.2.2. Flat Organisational Structure: this is another barrier to progression and to some 

extent is linked to funding. Funding for managers posts is often hard to come by – 
service commissioners prefer to fund front line advice posts. This too is unlikely to 
change in the immediate future. 

 
8.2.3. Qualifications: it is sometimes suggested that a lack of a formal qualification in 

legal advice hinders opportunities for career progression. It is accepted that having 
a relevant qualification may increase the credibility of the service with members of 
the public and also that commissioners such as the Legal Services Commission 
are increasingly looking for a more competent workforce. However, there is little 
evidence from the research in this report that the lack of a formal qualification is a 
barrier to entering the workforce or progression within it. Employers appear to 
value appropriate background and experience more highly than formal 
qualifications. This may of course be related to the fact that there are few 
qualifications currently available but this will change as the new legal advice 
qualifications are developed by Skills for Justice e.g. NVQs in Legal Advice. 

 
8.3. Minimising Barriers 
 
8.3.1. The research in this report, particularly the progression illustrations, indicates a 

number of approaches that can help to minimise barriers to career progression 
and open doors to members of the legal advice workforce. 

 
8.3.2. The Employment Environment 
 
8.3.2.1. The career progression illustrations all indicate that their development was 

promoted by the encouraging and supportive attitude of their employer. This was  
manifested in a number of ways including: 

 
• The provision of appropriate training to support their professional 

competence and confidence 
• The provision of professional support and supervision 
• Being offered the opportunity to apply for internal vacancies as they arise, 

including project management roles. 
 
8.3.3. Personal Flexibility 
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8.3.3.1. This appears to be an important aspect of career progression within the legal 
advice sector. This can include: 

 
• Being prepared to take on volunteer or part time work to gain experience 
• Being prepared to move into a different area of work within an organisation 

e.g. project work or management 
• Being prepared to move to a different organisation if an appropriate vacancy 

arises 
• Sometimes being prepared to move location. 
 

8.4. Conclusions 
 
8.4.1. It seems clear that although there is no structured career progression route in 

legal advice, it is possible to develop one’s career with some personal 
commitment and with employer support. 

 
8.4.2. It is important to note however, that for many members of the legal advice 

workforce it is neither possible nor desirable to develop their career. They are 
happy to continue to contribute to the provision of a valuable service to members 
of the public to enable them to improve their wellbeing and welfare. This 
commitment should be celebrated by the sector whilst at the same time 
recognising the need to enhance career progression opportunities within the 
constraints that the service operates in. 
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