
In the economic boom following World War II, people needed attorneys 
to form businesses, provide help with the purchase of homes, prepare 
estate plans and address other legal matters. However, no mechanism 

existed to connect people in need of legal services with attorneys able to 
help them. In 1947, the Philadelphia Bar Association appointed a special 
committee chaired by Robert T. McCracken to find a solution. 
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On Jan. 12, 1948, the Association’s Board of 
Governors approved a plan for a lawyer reference 
service, the forerunner of today’s Lawyer Referral 
and Information Service. According to the resolution 
adopted by the Board of Governors, “The purpose of 
the plan is to provide a means whereby persons who can 
afford to pay a moderate fee for legal advice and do not 
have an attorney, may be referred by the Philadelphia 

Bar Association to members of the bar who are willing 
to give them a brief consultation for a fixed fee, and, 
where necessary, additional legal services.” Seventy 
years later, LRIS is going strong.

THE BEGINNING

From this modest beginning, LRIS has become the 
largest access-to-justice program in the history of the 
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Philadelphia Bar Association. Over the years, it has received 
more than one million contacts from people looking for 
assistance or direction for their legal problems. Currently, 
LRIS receives more than 25,000 contacts annually and makes 
approximately 11,000 referrals to attorneys in private practice.

THE VALUE

A person who contacts LRIS can expect to speak with a 
trained intake staff attorney who will review the caller’s 
problem, determine whether legal representation is needed 
and, if so, whether the matter is appropriate for referral to an 
attorney in private practice. 
Intake staff attorneys also may refer callers to local legal aid 

organizations, governmental agencies or other resources where 

they can find help. This guidance bolsters the reputation of 
the Philadelphia Bar Association in the community and helps 
differentiate LRIS from the online matching services that have 
appeared in the past decade.
If a referral is warranted, the potential client will be referred 

to an attorney who agrees to charge a nominal fee for the first 
30-minute consultation. No up-front fee is charged in matters 
customarily handled on a contingent fee basis, and the fee after 
the initial consultation is negotiated between the client and the 
attorney. If retained, the panel attorney pays a percentage of 
the fee earned to LRIS to fund its operation and marketing 
efforts.
Sayde Ladov, who chaired the Association’s LRIS Committee 

for several years, encourages younger attorneys to join LRIS. 

“These standards give LRIS a competitive advantage over the 
many online services with which we compete.”

Jill Freiman and Tanisha Cowell, LRIS intake staff attorneys, provide callers with access to justice 
through referrals to attorneys and other legal services organizations.
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“Any young attorney who needs an efficient, inexpensive way 
to build their practice should join LRIS,” says Ladov. “In 
doing so, they build their book of clients and provide a service 
to members of the public who otherwise might not know how 
to get help for their legal needs.”
LRIS boasts panel attorneys from more than 160 practice 

areas. An attorney who applies to receive referrals must go 
through a detailed screening process, including vetting of their 
online presence. To receive referrals on many of the LRIS 
practice panels, attorneys must meet specific membership 
experience requirements, such as having handled a certain 
number of similar cases or having attended CLE courses in 
the specific area of law. 
“The experience and capability requirements of panel 

membership are important quality-control standards,” says 
Gaetan Alfano, chair of the LRIS Committee which oversees 
our operations. “These standards give LRIS a competitive 
advantage over the many online services with which we 
compete.”

This referral process and these standards reflect the 
Association’s commitment to educating people about their 
legal rights and enabling members of the public to access 
competent and affordable legal representation. 

THE RECOGNITION

LRIS has been recognized as a leader and role model for 
lawyer referral programs across the country. Other bar 
associations often call on us for guidance on how to operate 
an effective service.  This fall, the American Bar Association 
will hold the 2018 National Lawyer Referral Workshop in 
Philadelphia.
While national recognition is satisfying, even more gratifying 

are stories heard from the clients referred through LRIS and 
the attorneys who represent them.
Jill Freiman has been an LRIS intake staff attorney for more 

than 20 years. “For many of the individuals contacting LRIS, 
it is their first encounter with the legal system,” says Freiman. 
“It is rewarding to be able to provide them with guidance 

Gaetan Alfano, current chair of the LRIS Committee, appears on Comcast Newsmakers to discuss 
the great work carried out by LRIS.
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on their legal problems and many people are thankful that 
someone will finally listen to them.”
Association senior staff attorney Amy Seefeld recalls a 

card she received from a senior citizen who needed help in 
a dispute with a home contractor. “Thank you for listening 
to my problem and helping me find an attorney,” the client 
wrote. “You have no idea how upset I was. But the attorney 
was able to fix everything for me. It’s nice to know there are 
people out there to help when you really need it. God bless 
you.”
There is also no shortage of testimonials to the quality of 

the service provided by panel attorneys. The attorney LRIS 
referred “was absolutely terrific and negotiated a better 
settlement than I could’ve asked,” wrote one client. “He was 
very communicative, professional, helpful and obviously 
caring throughout the process. I would HIGHLY recommend 
him.”
Even when the referral does not result in representation, the 

communication between the individual and attorney can be 
rewarding for both parties. One person wrote, “I spoke with 
the attorney over the phone, and he said it was not the right 
time to pursue the matter. He gave me some advice and told 
me that if I wanted to pursue the matter in the future to contact 
him again. My initial contact with him was great. He promptly 
responded to my phone call (surprisingly and refreshingly, he 
answered the phone himself), and he was very accessible. I 
would definitely retain him as an attorney and refer him to 
others.”

THE STORIES

Many attorneys who accept referrals through LRIS also have 
stories to tell about how they have been able to change the 
lives of clients for the better. 
Several years ago, Gilda Kramer received a referral for an 

incarcerated young man who claimed that his blindness was 
caused by the negligence of the prison medical service. “At 
first I did not believe the story,” Kramer recalled. “But I 
decided to get his medical records and everything he told me 
was substantiated.”
Despite multiple complaints, the prison medical service 

delayed surgery on a detached retina in one eye for nearly 
a year. He already had serious problems with his other eye 
and by the time prison medical services evaluated it, he was 
irrevocably blind in that eye.
Kramer settled the matter for a substantial sum of money. 

“After the settlement, I took him house-shopping. He bought 
a townhouse, which I helped him furnish,” Kramer said. “I 
was able to establish a special needs trust for him with the rest 
of his settlement funds to make his life a bit better. This was 
one of the most interesting and personally rewarding cases I 
have handled.”

Laurie Jubelirer recalls a woman who was referred to her in 
2015. In the 1990s, the woman had been a foster mother to 
a young boy with behavioral issues. When the foster mother 
determined that she could no longer care for him, the child 
falsely reported that she was abusing him. The complaint led 
to an indicated child abuse report on her record. “Because of 
the false report,” says Jubelirer, “my client, who worked as a 
certified nursing assistant, was unable to pursue her goals of 
going to nursing school, working in a hospital, working with 
seniors and working with children.”
Jubelirer explored every avenue to clear her client’s record, 

ultimately pursuing an expungement proceeding on behalf 
of her client. “After the first hearing, the administrative 
judge denied our request to expunge my client’s indicated 
child abuse record,” Jubelirer recalled. Following an appeal 
to Commonwealth Court, the case was remanded to an 
administrative law judge who ruled in favor of Jubelirer’s 
client. 

THE FUTURE

While LRIS has been a tremendous success story for 
Philadelphians and the attorneys who serve them, remaining 
static is not an option. The legal profession and the way in 
which legal services are delivered to clients is rapidly changing. 
Increased competition – particularly from online services – is 
a challenge that we’re taking major steps to address.
LRIS is investigating a way to deliver referrals on demand, 

24 hours-a-day, seven days-a-week, through an online portal 
using artificial intelligence to identify legal issues and make 
accurate referrals instantly. As people increasingly want to 
be part of the process of selecting a service provider, we’re 
looking at ways to give people choices in obtaining a referral. 
We’re also looking at new software that will provide panel 
attorneys with an interface to track and report on referred 
cases and to make payments online.
In addition, we’re continuously monitoring the marketplace 

to add new LRIS practice panels, like mass tort panels for 
Risperdal and Talc, to meet the needs of the public and panel 
attorneys. We’re marketing our services in ways undreamed 
of just 15 years ago, through Google remarketing and social 
media, recognizing that Philadelphians have shifted from 
traditional methods of finding legal help.
These innovations are intended to keep LRIS at the forefront 

of access to justice. We are positioning ourselves to serve the 
legal needs of Philadelphians for the next 70 years and the 
future looks bright.

Charles J. Klitsch is director of public and legal services at 
the Philadelphia Bar Association. He began his career at the 
Association as an LRIS intake staff attorney in 1984.

“You have no idea how upset I was. But the attorney was able  
to fix everything for me. It’s nice to know there are people  
out there to help when you really need it. God bless you.”


