
Untapped 
Resources: 
Leveraging 
Submissions and 
Public Reports in 
Social Research
Dr Emily Kothe



Natural Disaster Related Legal 
Need in Australia: State of the 
Evidence

2024 ACSPRI

The aim of this report was to identify and 
synthesise all available sources of evidence 
relating to natural disaster related legal need in 
Australia. We wanted to focus on:

• The volume of disaster-related legal need

• The nature of disaster-related legal need

• Who experiences disaster-related legal need



Identifying available evidence
We began by conducting a 
traditional search of academic 
literature.

• This returned very limited results.

• Most results did not focus on legal 
need directly and they tended to 
be very narrow in scope. 

• There were a small number of 
papers relating to legal need 
following Hurricane Katrina. But 
jurisdictional differences made 
them difficult to generalise
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Expanding the search

2024 ACSPRI

We expanded our search to include

• Annual reports (since the 2019-2020 financial year), impact evaluations, and all 
topic specific reports from Australian community legal centres, legal aid 
commissions, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal centres

• Submissions from legal assistance providers and other related community 
service organisations to relevant parliamentary inquiries and Royal 
Commissions

• Forward and backwards citation searching on both peer reviewed results and 
grey literature



What we found
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The final report included 

• 23 submissions and 1 transcript from oral evidence

• 6 annual reports

• 7 impact evaluations

• 12 reports and presentations from Australian legal assistance providers

There were also many other documents that were uncited but contributed vital 
background information.

Most of these sources had not been incorporated in any previous report on this 
topic. 



The benefits of including these 
sources
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These documents:

• Provided important service utilisation data that had not been included in 
other reports

• Identified barriers and challenges to service provision that are essential for 
understanding how to best meet natural disaster related legal need

• Demonstrated the breadth of legal problems legal assistance providers 
assisted clients with following natural disaster

Using these documents also increased our credibility with the legal assistance 
sector when describing gaps in knowledge and making recommendations



The challenges: finding sources
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There is no 
single 

database of 
these sources

Lists of 
submissions 

can be difficult 
to navigate

It’s difficult to 
Identify all 

relevant 
inquiries from 

different 
jurisdictions

Some 
submissions 

were 
unpublished 

after we 
retrieved them

Older sources 
were often 
difficult to 

locate because 
of dead links

Citation 
searching is 

difficult 
because of the 
lack of formal 

citations



More challenges: document 
purpose
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The purpose of these documents differed from the way in which we were using 
them which posed challenges in using them as sources of evidence

• Annual reports often mentioned service impacts due to recent natural 
disasters but did not provide sufficient information to be included in the 
report.

• Annual reports differ in scope and format so an organisation not including 
information about services to disaster impacted people could not be used to 
conclude they didn’t provide such services

• These documents have an inherently ‘political’ agenda in that they are aiming 
to present an organisation in a good light or advocate for specific public policy 
outcomes



More challenges: duplicated 
information
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Different submissions sometimes used the same underlying evidence without 
clear acknowledgement. 

• Careful attention was required to avoid double counting

• Information could be pieced together from multiple reports to gain a fuller 
picture

• The basis of some conclusions or arguments could be difficult to determine



More challenges: evidence 
quality
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Evidence would be assessed as “low quality” according some evidence synthesis 
methodologies 

• This data would be difficult to integrate into some types of review since 
information about reliability and validity of some sources was difficult to 
determine

• Organisations do have an obligation to ensure that they do not intentionally 
mislead the audience of these reports. However, the standards of evidence, 
the quality of data cleaning, and the level of methodological information 
provided is different than would be used in a formal academic publication



Our recommendations
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These documents offer a rich source of evidence 
that enhance our understanding of complex 
social issues and service delivery landscapes.

However, researchers should be mindful of the 
inherent limitations of this type of evidence when 
working with these types of sources.

Take care when identifying your sampling frame 
to include the full range of documents that could 
contribute to the understanding of an issue.

Make sure sufficient time and resources are 
dedicated to document retrieval. 



Read the full report
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