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Introduction

This document contains a summarized version of the results of a statewide
telephone survey of randomly-selected Florida adults, 18 years of age or older,
conducted during May and June 1996. The survey was conducted on behalf of»the
Committee on Communication and Public Information (CPI Committee) of Florida's
Judicial Management Council (JMC).

The survey is a small part of a big picture regarding the Supreme Court's efforts
to implement long-range planning for Florida's judicial branch. The JMC is responsible
for producing recommendations to the Court for that long-range planning. The work
of the CPI Committee (e.g., the telephone survey) is the JMC's effort to incorporate the
public's views and opinions of the court system into the long-range planning effort. It
is important to view the results of the telephone survey in this context, and to view the
results as a whole, not in bits and pieces.

The telephone survey was designed to gather information about:

1. The level of public knowledge about the Florida State Courts System (SCS);

2. The public's perception and attitudes about the SCS, espécially regarding

problems facing the courts and ways to improve the courts;

3. The significance placed on the SCS by the public;

4. The level of the public's involvement with the courts.

The telephone survey was Phase I of the CPI Committee’s public information
research. Phase II is to consist of focus group discussions to be conducted in seven
cities around the state during August 1996. These focus group discussions will be used
to help interpret some of the findings of the telephone survey and to help prioritize
issues within the court system which need attention.

These statewide research projects can be used as a baseline indicator of public
attitudes about Florida's courts. If the research is repeated over time, this subsequent
data can provide continuous feedback and can measure changes in the public's
knowledge, perceptions, and attitude about the courts.

Within this document, the reader will find various descriptions, mostly in
graphic format, depicting the results of questions from the telephone survey. When

"DK" appears on a chart, it stands for a response of "Don't Know."



"What is the first thing that comes to mind when thinking about the
Florida State Courts System?"

About 42,3 percent of survey respondents gave a negative impression to this
open-ended question. An additional 22.6 percent had no impression to report. The top
six answers were:

1. Nothing comes to mind
Courts are doing a poor job
Courts are too lenient
There is a lack of justice in the courts

Courts are doing a good job
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Courts are too slow

- O W E EEEEE Y OEEEEYeWEE



FIRST IMPRESSIONS AEOUT FLORIDA COURTS
QUESTION:

What is the first thing that comes to mind

when thinking about the Florida state court system?
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Knowledge Questions
Several questions were asked to indicate the level of knowledge the public has about its
government. The public seems to have a limited level of knowledge.
Respondents were asked to name the three branches of government.
® 545 percent could not name any of the three branches.
® 11.4 percent named one branch.

® 13.6 percent named two branches.

® 20.1 percent named all three branches.

Four questions related directly to fundamental philosophy about the Florida judicial

system. The public’s knowledge about the judicial system is also quite limited.

Respondents were asked whether or not it's true that a defendant in a criminal
trial must prove his or her innocence.
® 39.3 percent either answered incorrectly or said they did not know.

® 60.7 percent answered correctly.

Respondents were asked whether or not it's true that the prosecution in a
criminal trial can appeal to a higher court if the defendant is found innocent.
® 543 percent either answered incorrectly or said they did not know.

® 45.7 percent answered correctly.

Respondents were asked whether or not Florida judges have the power to
declare Florida laws unconstitutional anytime they see fit.
® 51.3 percent either answered incorrectly or said they did not know.

® 48.6 percent answered correctly.

Respondents were asked whether or not Florida judges are authorized to
provide legal advice to a party in a trial who needs help.
® 61.6 percent either answered incorrectly or said they did not know.

® 38.4 percent answered correctly.
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Responses to the Four Knowledge Questions
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FAMILIARITY WITH FLORIDA COURTS
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‘ OVERALL EVALUATIOMN OF FLORIDA COURTS
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Respondents Claiming to Be

Extremely or Very Confident in the Following

Public Institutions

Local Police -

Governor's Office -

Local County Gov. -

Fla. Public Schools —

o=

News Media -

Florida Courts —

Fla. Legislature - £
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Respondents Claiming to Have at Least
Some Level of Confidence in the Following
Public Institutions

;
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FLORIDA'S COURT SYSTEM MAKES IMPORTANT DIFFERENCE
IN DAY-TO-DAY LIVES OF FLORIDA CITIZENS
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THE AVERAGE PERSON CAN UNDERSTAND COURT
PROCEDURES
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COURTS TREAT WHITES AND MINORITIES ALIKE
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Strongly disagree,

COURTS TREAT POOR AND WEALTHY PEOPLE ALIKE
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JUDGES SHOW COURTESY AND RESPECT TO PEOPLE USING

FLORIDA COURTS
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COURT PERSONNEL ARE DEPENDABLE AND ACCURATE IN
PROVIDING SERVICES TO THE PUBLIC
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PROCEDURE FOR JURY SELECTION IS APPLIED IMPARTIALLY
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COURTS ARE IMPARTIAL AND APPLY LAWS AS WRITTEN




FLORIDA'S SYSTEM FOR SELECTING JUDGES RESULTS IN THE
BEST QUALIFIED JUDGES
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IF COURTS FUNCTION PROPERLY THEY DETER CRIME




STATE FUNDING FOR PROGRAMS AND
EVALUATION OF COURT SPENDING
Respondents were also asked if government funding for specific government services
should be increased, decreased, or left at the present level. The majority of the respondents said
funding for public education should be increased, while social services and the court system
ranked lowest for an increase in funding.

The following table shows how respondents felt on this issue.

GOVERNMENT FUNDING FOR SPECIFIC PROGRAMS

Programs Increase Keep at Decrease Don't Know
present level

Public Education 80.7 % 12.8% 3.1% 3.5%
Law Enforcement 64.2 28.2 3.8 3.8
Health Care 62.6 26.9 5.2 5.3
Environment 58.1 329 55 3.5
Transportation 43.9 39.5 7.2 9.4
Prison System 42.5 313 16.7 9.5
Court system 34.5 42.7 9.5 13.2
Social Services 27.9 35.7 29.2 7.2

This series of questions was followed-up by asking which of the programs named for an
increase or decrease were their top priority for the increase or decrease. Education was the top
priority for the increase (48.1 percent) and social services was the top priority for the decrease in
funding (29.2 percent). The Florida court system was mentioned last for an increase in funding

(1.1 percent) and third for a decrease in funding (8.3 percent).
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PRIORITY FOR DECREASED FUNDING
52.9%
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COURTS SPEND THEIR FUNDS WISELY
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COURT CASES ARE CONCLUDED IN A TIMELY MANNER
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TRADITIONAL METHOD OF PARTIES FACING EACH OTHER IS
SATISFACTORY WAY TO RESOLVE DISPUTES
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Primary Source of Information About
the Florida State Courts System

NempapersJ giet
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Own Experience
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Primary Factor Which Shapes Opinions
About the Florida State Courts System
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Preferred Source of Information About
the Florida State Courts System

Newspaper — 4.3%

Television | 2.6%

Don't Know 1.6%
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WOULD LIKE MORE INFORMATION ABOUT FLORIDA COURTS
AND PRCCEDURES

Z4




MAIN ISSUES FACING COURTS AND SOLUTIONS
Respondents were also asked what the main issues are facing the Florida court system and
how the courts could be improved.
The most frequently mentioned issues facing the Florida courts were problems related to

drugs and crime, with 50.5 percent of all mentions,

The following table shows the main issues facing the courts mentioned by respondents in

rank order.
MAIN ISSUES FACING THE FLORIDA COURTS

Main Issues Mentioned Percent
Drugs/crime 50.5
Increased case load 8.8
Justice/making system fair for everyone 7.3
Population growth related problems 4.2
Social services/public assistance/services for eldetly 2.6
Judges/need more/less/better 2.1
Changes in system generally/security/sentencing 1.9
Environment concerns/cases concerning environrnent 1.1
Civil cases/slow litigation/lawsuits 1.0
Racism 1.0
Education 4
Court personnel 3
Lawyers 2
Don't know - 16.4
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The most frequently mentioned solutions to improve the Florida court system were shorter
proceedings (18.5 percent), better judges (9.4 percent), stricter sentencing (9.3 percent), and
increased justice (8.9 percent).

The following table lists all responses given in rank order.

HOW TO IMPROVE THE FL.ORIDA COURT SYSTEM

Suggested Improvements Percent
Shorter proceedings 18.5
Better judges 9.3
Changes in sentencing 9.3
Increased justice 8.7
Be more informative 53
Better lawyers 3.8
Decreased case load 3.6
Improve court personnel : 23
No need for improvement 2.0
Better treatment of people 1.6
Better laws 1.5
Improve juries 1.5
Increase funding/spend more wisely 1.3
Improved access .6
Improved facilities .6
Other 22
DK 27.9
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When asked what their last court experience was, the majority said they served on a jury
(25.9 percent), were in traffic court (14.9 percent), were a plaintiff in a civil case (12.4), or were a

defendant in a civil cases (10 percent). Other responses are listed in the following table.

LAST EXPERIENCE WITH THE FLORIDA COURTS

Type Of Experience Percent
Served on a jury 259
Traffic court 14.9
A plaintiff in a civil case 12.4
A defendant in a civil case 10.0
In court as a witness 0.8
Spectator or took a tour 9.8
A defendant in a criminal case 4.4
A victim in a criminal case 29
A court employee/judge/police 2.1
Family case/domestic relations 1.7
Adoption 1.7
Divorce 8
Was lawyer in case 4
Small claims court 4
Bankruptcy 4
Mediator 4
Settled out of court 2
Arbitration 2
Probate 2
Don't know 6
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HOW HELPFUL WAS INFORMATION PROVIDED BY THE COURT
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SELF REPRESENTATION IN FLORIDA COURTS

Of the 49 percent who had court experience, 21.5 percent have represented themselves,
and of those, 67 percent said that they have had a positive experience. About 32 percent (32.1
percent) said they had a negative experience while representing themselves and 1 percent (.9
percent) did not answer or did not know how to evaluate their experience.

Of the respondents who said their attitude changed negatively, the majority said they were
treated unfairly (51.4 percent) and that they were unhappy with the outcome (34.3 percent).

The majority of those who chose to represent themselves (33.9 percent) said that their
case was minor, 26.6 percent said a lawyer was too expensive, and 21.1 percent said a lawyer was
unnecessary or that they could handle the case themselves. Other responses included:

* Wanted to tell my own story (4.6 percent)

* Believed themselves innocent (3.7 percent)

* Was required by law to defend self/no choice (2.8 percent)

* Lawyer did not show up (1.8 percent)

* Lawyer incompetent (1.8 percent)

* 9 percent said they were either guilty as charged, expected assistance from another

agency, respondent was a lawyer, or they were the plaintiff in the case.

Of those who represented themselves, 55.5 percent felt that they were treated the same as

if they had been with an attorney, 38.2 percent felt they were treated differently than if they had

been with an attorney, and 6.4 percent could not evaluate the situation.
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WOULD REPRESENT THEMSELVES AGAIN

52.3%




