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People With Disabilities Are More Likely Than
Those Without to Have Court Experience

National poll is the first of its kind to capture this population’s experience and perspective
on courts

Overview

Nearly half of adults with disabilities live in households in which someone has been involved in a court case,
according to a recent national poll by The Pew Charitable Trusts. This is the first known data on the prevalence of
this population’s court interaction, which is significantly higher than for those without disabilities." It also showed
that people with disabilities found the courts difficult to navigate and rated the courts less favorably than those
without disabilities.

The poll, administered by the public opinion polling firm SSRS, was designed to learn how people in the U.S.
engage with and view state and local courts in their communities. It included the perspectives of adults with
disabilities—both with and without court experience.? The findings offer court leaders insights into courts’
performance, technology adoption, and navigability as they seek to modernize access and build trust with this
community.? They also underscore the importance of understanding the perspectives and experiences of distinct

demographic populations to ensure that modernization efforts reflect the needs and realities of all groups served
by the courts.



The prevalence of people with disabilities whose households
have had a court case is high

Nearly 1in 2 U.S. adults with disabilities (49%) live in households in which someone has had a court case for
a civil, criminal, family, or traffic matter. This is substantially higher than the rate for adults without disabilities
(29%). Overall, adults with disabilities make up approximately 30% of the general population.*

Figure 1

1in 2 U.S. Adults With Disabilities Said Someone in Their Household
Had Ever Had a Court Case
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Note: Respondents were asked: “Have you or someone in your household ever had a court case for a civil, family, traffic, or
criminal matter that was not part of your work or jury duty?”

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts



Responses varied demographically among those with disabilities. Men reported court involvement at higher
rates than women (55% versus 46%). Black and Hispanic respondents were more likely to report having court
experience—57% and 55%, respectively—than White respondents (47%). And Republicans were more likely
than Democrats to report having court experience (57% versus 45%).

Figure 2
Court Experience Varies by Disability Demographics

Men, Black and Hispanic people, and Republicans were more likely to report
that someone in their household had ever had a court case
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Note: Respondents were asked: “Have you or someone in your household ever had a court case for a civil, family, traffic, or
criminal matter that was not part of your work or jury duty?” Values for “Black, non-Hispanic” do not add up to 100% because
1% did not answer the question.

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
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Adults with disabilities rated the courts less favorably than
those without

More respondents with disabilities—regardless of court experience—gave the courts a grade of “C" (40%) than
any other grade; this was slightly higher than adults without disabilities (37%).

Just 29% of those with disabilities gave courts an “A” or “B" grade, compared with 35% of those without
disabilities. Meanwhile, 21% of respondents with disabilities gave a “D"” or “F" grade, higher than the 15% of
respondents without disabilities who did the same.

Figure 3
40% of Respondents With Disabilities Gave the Courts a ‘C’ Grade
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Note: Respondents were asked: “On a grading system of A to F, with A being excellent and F being poor, what grade would
you give courts on overall performance?”

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts



Adults with disabilities also reported lower confidence in court fairness. While the majority (63%) expressed
confidence that the courts in their community treat people fairly, regardless of whether they have a disability,
this is notably lower than the confidence expressed by adults without disabilities (73%).

Figure 4

Most Adults Are Confident the Courts Treat People Fairly Regardless
of Disability
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Note: Respondents were asked: “Could you tell us how confident you are that: In my community, the court treats people fairly
regardless of whether they have a disability?”

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts



Going to court also affected confidence in the system, with 40% of people with disabilities reporting that it
somewhat or greatly decreased after their recent court experience. Thirteen percent said their confidence
somewhat or greatly increased.”

Figure 5

Court Experience Can Erode Confidence in the Legal System

40% of people with disabilities whose household had a court case reported
their confidence in courts waned after their recent experience
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Note: Respondents were asked: “After your household’s most recent experience with the court, did your confidence in courts
increase, decrease, or stay the same?”

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts



Adults with disabilities had less favorable views of courts’
adoption of technology

People with disabilities (57%)—who often rely on technology for access, such as video or teleconferencing,
closed captions, voice recognition software, wayfinding tools, and sensor-activated equipment—were more likely
than people without disabilities (49%) to rate courts’ ability to adopt and use new technologies as fair or poor.®

Figure 6

Court Technology Adoption Rated Less Favorably Among Adults
With Disabilities
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Note: Respondents were asked: “How would you rate courts’ ability to adopt and use new technologies—for example, using
digital communication like text and email instead of sending mail, or allowing people to complete some tasks associated with
their case online?”

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Flexibility is key when it comes to court accessibility, since there is no one-size-fits-all solution to providing
access. When asked about their views on appearing in court virtually or in person, nearly 65% of adults with
disabilities said that courts should allow people to choose to appear in court virtually for most case types,
expressing a slightly stronger leaning toward this view than people without disabilities (59%).



Most adults with disabilities who had court experience found
court difficult to navigate

Most adults with disabilities whose household had a court case—55%—reported that court was difficult to
navigate, including understanding case steps or forms.”

Figure 7
People With Disabilities Find Court Difficult to Navigate
55% said navigating court was a little or very hard
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Note: Respondents were asked: “How would you rate the ease or difficulty of navigating your household’s most recent court
matter, for example, understanding the steps of the case or understanding the court forms?” Total exceeds 100% due to
rounding.

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Despite the effect that court experience had on their confidence in the courts, 60% of disabled adults reported
feeling some or a lot of respect from judges throughout the court process; and most—56%—reported trusting
that the judges and court staff had tried to do what was right for everyone involved in the court process.®



Figure 8

Most Individuals With Disabilities Felt Respect and Trusted the
System

More than half said they felt respected by judges and believed court personnel
tried to act in everyone’s best interest
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Note: Respondents were asked: “In your opinion, how much respect, if at all, did you receive from judges and other court staff
throughout the process?” and “In your opinion, to what extent do you trust that judges and court staff tried to do what was
right for everyone involved in the court process?” Total percentage for “Trust” exceeds 100% due to rounding.

Source: SSRS, “Courts and Communities Survey,” 2024
© 2026 The Pew Charitable Trusts

Among people with disabilities who have had a court case, responses across demographic groups—such as race/
ethnicity, gender, political party, and education—did not produce statistically significant results, possibly due to
the sample size, and aren't reported here. However, as research points to demographic differences in how people
with disabilities experience parts of the justice system, these remain important factors to consider in future
research on court perspectives and experiences.’



Cfc'):urt leaders can use these findings to strengthen accessibility
efforts

People with disabilities often face attitudinal and accessibility barriers when engaging with state and local
courts.”® This, coupled with their overrepresentation among households that have had a court case, underscores
the importance for courts to ensure that this population can effectively navigate the system and fully participate
in their cases.

Further research is needed to link these poll findings directly to attitudinal and accessibility barriers, and how
these barriers may affect judicial outcomes. But the differences in responses between adults with disabilities and
those without suggest that disability status may shape perceptions of courts, as well as experiences within those
courts. As such, these findings offer court leaders insights to help guide accessibility and modernization efforts
and to foster greater trust among people with disabilities and ensure equal justice for all.
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