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Abstract

This paper examines legal empowerment as a pathway to people-centered justice, focusing on what we know—and still
need to know—about how community-driven approaches enable people to understand, use, and shape the law to resolve
justice problems and drive systemic change. Drawing on recent evidence from Namati’s work, participatory action research
across 17 legal empowerment organizations in Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia, and insights from practitioners
across the Grassroots Justice Network, we show that legal empowerment—particularly through community paralegals—
strengthens both the demand and supply sides of justice. On the demand side, it builds legal capability by increasing
knowledge, confidence, and agency among justice seekers, with 84% of participants reporting deeper legal knowledge and
90% greater confidence engaging government officials. On the supply side, community paralegals generate grounded,
case-based data that reveals patterns of institutional failure, suggests improvements, and informs advocacy strategies
aimed at systemic reform.

This body of work demonstrates how legal empowerment contributes to changes in law, policy, institutional practice, and
social norms—from securing citizenship rights in Kenya to advancing land and environmental governance in Sierra Leone.
It also illuminates how casework evolves into broader systems change through pathways such as “turning the wheel” from
individual cases to collective action, building alliances, and engaging state actors. These insights complement existing
evidence from the field, including randomized evaluations, which underscore the effectiveness of community-based
approaches in achieving justice outcomes.

Emerging research further shows how legal empowerment strategies are helping to defend against democratic backsliding,
resist repression in difficult political contexts, and lay the foundations for a deeper, more participatory form of democracy.
At the same time, important empirical questions remain—particularly around the mechanisms through which legal
empowerment contributes to resilience and democratic renewal, and its relationship to broader development outcomes.

Suggested citation: Poorvi Chitalkar & Abigail Moy, Advancing People-Centered Justice Through Legal Empowerment 55
(Global Perspectives on People-Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, Matthew Burnett & Rebecca L. Sandefur eds.,
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Advancing People-Centered Justice
Through Legal Empowerment

Poorvi Chitalkar” and Abigail Moy’

Introduction

When people are able to know, use, and shape the law—a process known as legal empowerment—they are not
only equipped to tackle their immediate justice problems, but also to transform the rules that affect others.” Their lived
experiences offer unique insights that can make laws and systems more accountable, more effective, and more
sustainable. Legal empowerment is closely related to the concept of people-centered justice, which prioritizes empirical
data and a deep understanding of people’s justice needs when generating solutions to justice challenges and designing
fairer and more accessible justice systems.?

This paper explores how legal empowerment advances people-centered justice, with a particular focus on the
roles and strategies of community paralegals. Knowledgeable in law and policy, and skilled in organizing and advocacy,
community paralegals are at the forefront of most legal empowerment efforts.®

This paper draws on findings from a set of community paralegal efforts across five countries—Kenya, Sierra Leone,
Myanmar, India, and Mozambique—which addressed issues related to land and the environment, health, and citizenship.*
It also considers a cohort of thirteen participatory action research projects examining effective strategies for using legal
empowerment to drive systems change.® The research arises from an initiative co-led by Namati, a global legal
empowerment organization, and members of the Grassroots Justice Network, which connects legal empowerment
practitioners representing over 4,000 organizations across 189 countries.®

1. What is Legal Empowerment?

The justice challenges faced by marginalized communities are complex and multi-dimensional. To meaningfully
address these challenges, individuals seeking justice must go beyond formal justice institutions, like courts and police,
and engage a broader range of social, cultural, legal, economic, administrative, and political processes. Recognizing this,
legal empowerment methods strive to advance justice through interventions designed to help communities understand,
use, and shape the law in holistic and creative ways.” Legal empowerment efforts typically share several defining features,
which practitioners adapt to fit diverse global contexts.

1.1. Moving beyond legal aid

Traditionally, legal aid is led by legal professionals who rely on formal procedures and complex language that often
prevent people from participating meaningfully in a justice process.® In their day-to-day work, legal aid providers tend to
address individual cases rather than the root causes of injustice, which does not challenge, and can sometimes reinforce,
existing power imbalances.® Legal empowerment, by contrast, combines formal legal tools with community organizing,
advocacy, and direct action to help people understand, use, and shape the law. It aims to democratize justice by centering
the knowledge, experience, and collective power of ordinary people.'® This approach reframes justice work: rather than a
technical service, justice becomes a participatory process rooted in action.

" Senior Manager, Namati and the Grassroots Justice Network.
"Managing Director, Namati.
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1.2. The role of the community paralegal

Community paralegals—also known as barefoot lawyers, community justice workers, or grassroots justice
defenders—are central to most legal empowerment efforts.” Often from the communities they serve, community
paralegals accompany individuals through legal processes, help secure remedies, and organize collective action for
systemic change. Most community paralegals are affiliated with civil society actors—including non-governmental
organizations, community based organizations, or membership associations, such as farmers’ groups or trade unions.?
Some also serve in state-funded legal aid schemes.'> Community paralegals may work as volunteers, while others are paid;
many receive varying degrees of support from the groups listed above, in the form of training, funding, equipment, work
space, or other resources.™

Part of community paralegals’ mission is to demystify the law and legal processes while building confidence and
knowledge within communities. To further this goal, they offer practical tools for activating rights and overcoming barriers
when securingremedies for everyday injustices. Paralegals meet people in physical spacesthey already commonly occupy,
speak in terms they understand, and present legal information in creative, accessible ways, such as through performance,
role play, radio and other mass media, social networks, or community events.'® By documenting their cases, community
paralegals also generate data, grounded in people’s lived experiences, that often reveals patterns of exclusion, corruption,
or institutional failure.’® Community paralegals work to mobilize people to use this evidence to advocate for reforms that
address justice problems systemically."”

While legal empowerment efforts are most commonly associated with community paralegals, a range of actors
can fulfill this intermediary role. Activists engaged throughout social movements, trade unions, civil society, government,
and other groups are often well-positioned to work with ordinary people to help them claim their rights and use collective
action to drive reform. Ultimately, legal empowerment is community-driven.'® While paralegals and other facilitators are
essential, lasting transformation occurs when communities themselves build collective power to challenge and change
unjust systems.®
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Case Study: Community Paralegals in Action?®

In Sierra Leone, awoman named Binta Jalloh discovered that over 30,000 hectares of land in her chiefdom was leased
to a foreign palm oil company for 50 years, without the knowledge or consent of the 22,000 people who lived on that
land. The arrangement, if left uncontested, would prohibit Ms. Jalloh and members of her community from farming
land that had sustained them for generations. Ms. Jalloh found two community paralegals, who examined the lease
and surrounding negotiations. They discovered a number of legal violations committed during the deal, and arranged
community meetings to educate residents on what was happening.

With the support of the paralegals, Ms. Jalloh organized and led a community association that contested the validity
of the lease agreement. The paralegals helped members of the association to meet with local government and
company officials, equipping them with knowledge of relevant laws and policies during these interactions. Although
the company initially dismissed the community’s objections, and public officials deployed intimidation tactics, Ms.
Jalloh and the association persisted.

After eighteen months of organized, legally-informed resistance, the company acknowledged that its lease was
invalid. Some community members renegotiated the development of a portion of the land on their own terms. Others,
alongside Mrs. Jalloh, opted for an alternative. They decided to pursue a partnership with the adjacent Gola Rainforest
National Park, in which they steward the reserve and promote mixed-crop farming. The two paralegals who supported
Ms. Jalloh went on to help communities in the neighboring chiefdom negotiate a lease agreement with the same
company, on mutually agreeable terms.

Empowered by these experiences, paralegals and members from a number of communities affected by land grabs
came together to advocate for changes in laws pertaining to land use and development. Their advocacy was informed
by data and evidence from multiple land grab cases handled and documented by community paralegals over the
years.

Their collective action led to the passage of two groundbreaking laws in 2022, which give communities the right to
Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) over all industrial projects on their lands; establish local land use committees,
composed of at least 30% women, to make decisions on how community lands are managed; and ban industrial
development in ecologically sensitive areas. Community paralegals in Sierra Leone are now working to bring these
laws to life, and ensure that public and private actors comply with their provisions.
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1.3. The Legal Empowerment Cycle: Turning the wheel from case work to systemic change

Advocate for
structural change
drawing on grassroots
experience.

Legal

Empowerment

Take on specific Systemic change

violations Cycle (Shape the Law)
(Know Law &
Use Law)

KNOW, USE, SHAPE

Bring positive
new laws and
policies to life

The Legal Empowerment Cycle?' illustrates how efforts to resolve individual rights violations can drive systemic change.
People begin by using the law to solve specific justice problems, often with the support of a community paralegal. Over
time, they build an understanding of how laws, policies, and practices work, and how they may fall short. Meanwhile, the
experience of actively tackling problems in their communities builds confidence, credibility, and sense of agency,
ultimately cultivating the leadership needed to drive change.??

As demonstrated by the case study above, the role of the community paralegal is to harness this grassroots
learning and leadership. Paralegals mobilize people seeking justice and allies to advocate for structural changes that are
informed by their data and lived experiences. Through this approach, legal empowerment promotes citizen engagement,
evidence-basedreforms aimed at more accountable and responsive institutions, and solutions that take aim at the sources
of injustice.

2. Legal Empowerment as a Pathway to People-Centered Justice

Achieving people-centered justice requires action on both the "supply-side" of justice systems (i.e., well-
functioning institutions), as well as the "demand-side" of justice (i.e., increasing the ability of citizens to access remedies
and exercise rights).?®> Community paralegals strengthen the demand side by empowering citizens to access remedies,
demand accountability, identify systemic patterns or failures, advocate for reform, and seek collective solutions. At the
same time, community paralegals use data from solving lived problems to inform improvements on the supply side—
whether changes in law and policy, improvements in institutional practice, or shifts in prevailing social norms.?* Together,
these efforts bridge everyday problem-solving with structural transformation, ensuring that justice systems become more
accessible, responsive, and grounded in people’s lived realities.?® In this section, we explore how legalempowerment works
in these two interrelated dimensions of people-centered justice.

2.1. Knowing and using the law: Building community power

Legal empowerment often begins by helping communities to know and understand the law. Community
paralegals focus on education as the foundation for legal awareness, working to explain the law in language communities
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can understand, and to recast law as a tool that everyone can use. Embedded in the communities they serve, they act as a
bridge between people’s lived experiences and formal legal systems.?® With legal knowledge, community members can
help themselves and others solve problems: communities understand their rights, know their options for taking action, and
are aware of which institutions can assist them.

In Kenya, for example, marginalized groups such as Nubians and Somali Kenyans were subject to ethnic vetting
committees and complex bureaucratic processes that often led to the arbitrary denial of legal identity documents, which
in turn prevented them from accessing education, opening bank accounts, qualifying for gainful employment, or traveling
abroad.?” Community paralegals from these groups helped their community members obtain birth certificates and ID
cards.?® Paralegals spread legal awareness through door-to-door outreach, community forums, and a weekly rights-based
community radio show that facilitated broader dialogue on citizenship rights.?° In addition, they took on individual cases,
helping community members to not only understand national processes for securing legal identity, but also to build their
critical consciousness, so that they could perceive the power dynamics at play, and take action to address them.3° By 2021,
community paralegals had supported over 30,000 people in securing identity documents, while empowering communities
to challenge systemic biases and advocate for reform.*

To solve their grassroots “cases,” community paralegals gather evidence to understand the problem and identify
“legal hooks”—specific rules or provisions that can be invoked to demand redress.®? Together, paralegals and justice
seekers (community members who take action to secure remedies for rights violations) then approach the institutions
responsible for upholding or protecting rights, using formal complaints and other forms of direct action to compel a
response. Engaging with the law in this way deepens justice seekers’ understanding of how legal systems operate in
practice.®®

In the Kenyan example, community paralegals used legal hooks from national and international jurisprudence
that established protections for citizenship, equality, and non-discrimination. These included decisions by the African
Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child and the African Commission on Human and People’s
Rights®*—both relating to statelessness and discrimination in access to nationality—as well as constitutional principles,
laws, domestic courts cases, gazette notices, and service charters. These sources were cited to government officials when
pushing for fairer, faster outcomes in applications for legal identity, and explained to justice seekers so they could argue
their cases with greater confidence.®®

When helping communities know and use the law, community paralegals are driving towards four key outcomes:
(1) rights awareness and legal knowledge; (2) a sense of agency, meaning the feeling that a person can make a difference
through their actions; (3) public spiritedness, meaning a person’s willingness to help others facing a similar problem; and
(4) critical consciousness, meaning the recognition that a rights violation is part of a broader pattern of injustices, often
designed to benefit the powerful.®®

Accordingly, in Kenya, community paralegals looked beyond individual cases and sought to foster solidarity and
critical consciousness amongjustice seekers. In the course of assisting justice seekers with their cases, paralegals helped
them to understand that their struggles were not isolated incidents, but rather part of a pattern of discrimination that
affected many groups, including Nubians, Somali-Kenyans, and other communities. Community paralegals also recruited
“community ambassadors” from the ranks of justice seekers. These ambassadors agreed to step beyond their individual
case and take action to address the greater systemic issue, either by sharing their story with public officials and courts,
organizing community forums, or bringing others into the movement. In so doing, community paralegals helped people
facing discriminatory vetting across Kenya to recognize systemic injustice, take up leadership roles, and organize
collectively.’”

2.2 Shaping the law: Using data and community power to drive systems change

The process of helping individuals or groups navigate administrative systems, resolve disputes, or claim
entitlements not only offers immediate remedies and strengthens people’s capacity to organize, but also generates
evidence about recurring injustices.
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Community paralegals collect data on cases, including the nature of the violations, steps taken to resolve them,
and responses from government institutions. When aggregated, this data provides a map of how current laws function in
reality—highlighting parts of the system that work and those that do not. The work also reveals patterns of violations, which
paralegals and community members may then make visible to others, and use to inform advocacy toward broader
institutional and systemic change.

Legal empowerment efforts employ a range of complementary strategies to translate local struggles into
structuralreforms. These include strategic litigation, policy advocacy, direct action, and community-led data collection, all
of which help to push for reforms in laws, policies, and institutional practices that respond to the lived realities of
communities most impacted by injustice.® In Kenya, community paralegals built on organizing and that emerged from
years of casework and community education, to lift the issue of exclusion in nationality rights onto the national stage.®
Their advocacy featured data from community paralegal cases that tracked the breadth of discrimination across the
country—from Nubians in Nairobi and Kenyan Somalis in the Northeast, to Swabhilis, Arabs, stateless communities on the
Kenyan Coast—in addition to community-driven petitions and testimony before Parliament.*° Through campaigning and
coalition-building, a growing movement raised public consciousness around the problem of discriminatory vetting. It
became a matter of debate during the 2022 general elections, leading the incoming administration to adopt the matter of
marginalization in identity documents as a priority. In February 2025, Kenya’s President William Ruto signed an executive
order abolishing the discriminatory practice of vetting for national identity documents, marking a groundbreaking victory
for grassroots communities and legal empowerment groups across Kenya.*!

There are several distinct but interconnected forms of systems change that may be achieved through legal
empowerment. These include: (1) changes in law and policy, where sustained advocacy leads to formal legal or regulatory
reform; (2) changes in institutional practice, in which state agencies alter implementation procedures or improve
responsiveness to marginalized communities; and (3) changes in social norms, where collective action redefines how
justice is understood and claimed in society.*? Each form of change represents a different layer of transformation—legal,
administrative, and cultural—that together reshape the justice ecosystem.

In Mozambique, for instance, community paralegals focusing on health rights regularly engaged with actors within
the Ministry of Health to iteratively improve institutional practice and policy.*® Paralegals gathered case data on recurring
problems such as bribery, inadequate infrastructure, provider performance, and drug availability. The aggregated data
served as the basis for policy recommendations at the national level, ultimately influencing guidance disseminated by the
Ministry of Health to hospitals, national training content, and a revised national policy on “quality and humanization” of
health services.**

Arecent comparative analysis of 30 legalempowerment organizations across 17 countries mapped the pathways
from grassroots legal empowerment efforts (also called “casework”) to systems change.* The analysis highlights multiple
strategies through which legal empowerment actors pursue these forms of change. One central approach, illustrated by
the examples above, involves “turning the wheel”—using multiple grassroots cases to build evidence, uncover systemic
patterns, and advocate for reform.*® This approach typically targets administrative institutions that communities can
engage directly without the need for a lawyer. Strategic litigation serves as another powerful pathway, converting individual
cases into legal precedents that drive broader policy and procedural change.*” Another pathway involves efforts to create
and expand spaces for public participation and institutionalize community voices within governance systems.“® Yet another
pathway capitalizes on collaboration with state agencies to enable reform from within.*® This is achieved by cultivating
internal champions who embed rights-based practices in public administration, promoting dialogue between government
and communities, and seeking opportunities for coordination. Finally, alliances with social movements amplify local
justice struggles into collective campaigns that reshape power relations and demand accountability at scale.® Together,
these strategies illustrate how legal empowerment practitioners move beyond resolving individual disputes in their effort
to transform underlying laws, institutions, and norms.

Across these diverse contexts, a consistent insight emerges: systems change is not a singular event but a
cumulative process, driven by the iterative relationship between grassroots action and institutional reform.®' Legal
empowerment efforts achieve their transformative potential when they enable ordinary people to use the law not only to
solve problems, but also to reshape the structures that produce injustice.
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3. Impact of Legal Empowerment

In this section, we review evidence of the impact of legal empowerment across three dimensions: (1) legal
capability, or the impact of legal empowerment in increasing the knowledge, confidence and ability to take action to
influence change;* (2) the impact of legal empowermentin closing the justice gap by securing remedies; and (3) the impact
in terms of systems change, meaning positive changes to laws, policies and institutional practice that address the root
causes of injustice.

3.1. Legal capability and empowerment

Legal capability refers to the ability of people to know and use the law to resolve their justice problems.® The
Organisation for Economic Cooperation & Development (OECD) defines legal capability along three dimensions:%

e Legal confidence: confidence on the part of participants that they could personally achieve a fair and positive
outcome in legal scenarios;

e Legal self-efficacy: a belief on the part of participants that they could personally handle difficult situations in a
legal context; and

e Accessibility of justice: The degree to which someone thinks the justice system is accessible.

To assess the outcomes of legal empowerment, Namati recently conducted interviews with 95 justice seekers
across India, Kenya, and Myanmar who had received the support of community paralegals.®® The findings reveal significant
improvements across the different dimensions of legal capability resulting from community paralegal efforts. They are
summarized in Table 1 below:

Table 1. Outcomes of legal empowerment among justice seekers in India, Kenya, and Myanmar

I Percentage of Justice
Description
Seekers

Legal knowledge Built a deeper working knowledge of the law 84%

. Could cite at least some of the key steps in the legal or
Process understanding L . 100%
administrative process

. Had at least some understanding of the government
Institutional awareness . . . . 97%
institutions responsible for addressing their issues

i A Reported a greater sense of confidence engaging
Confidence in engagement . . e . 90%
government officials, gained through action in their cases

Community support and Were willing to help others, or had already helped others 0%
leadership facing a similar justice problem °

These findings are in accord with evidence included in a 2017 meta-narrative review of civil society-led legal
empowerment efforts.5¢ Across the 199 evaluation studies surveyed, 92 reported increased legal knowledge.%” Increases in
legal knowledge were common in community-based paralegal programs (64%) suggesting that practical engagement with
law helps participants internalize rights and procedures.% Sixty-eight percent of studies also reported a positive impactin
terms of confidence and leadership.%®
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3.2. Remedies

Legal empowerment helps close the justice gap by effectively converting legal knowledge and agency into real-
world redress, while engaging diverse institutions beyond the judiciary to secure justice outcomes.

The meta-narrative review found that 73 of the 199 evaluation studies surveyed reported successful acquisition
of a legal remedy or entitlement.®° These outcomes were achieved through engagement with formal courts, ombudsman
offices, regulatory agencies, and service delivery institutions, among others. For example, in Mexico, where the NGO
CADHAC helped prisoners use right-to-information laws to access their behavioral records, over 40% of assisted prisoners
subsequently achieved early release.®' Legal literacy and paralegal support also enabled women in Bangladesh®? and sub-
Saharan Africa to challenge discriminatory practices and secure land or family rights.%®

Using legal empowerment to advance land rights, community paralegals have supported sub-Saharan African
communities through processes of protecting and documenting community lands.®* A study across Liberia, Mozambique,
and Uganda used a randomized controlled trial to compare three approaches—full legal services by lawyers, community-
based paralegal support, and rights education only—against a control group.®® It found that communities supported by
paralegals advanced furthest in documenting their lands, completing on average 58% of required steps, compared to 50%
for education-only groups, 34% for full legal services, and 19% for the control.®® The paralegal model proved most effective
because it fostered local ownership, strengthened problem-solving, and built community capacity.®’” Beyond progress
toward formal documentation, the process also generated wider impacts: communities peacefully resolved longstanding
land disputes,® developed transparent local governance through written bylaws and land management plans,® and
improved accountability of leaders.”” Women’s participation and rights were also strengthened, as communities adopted
new rules ensuring women’s representation and protecting their land and inheritance claims.”’

Evidence also shows that legal empowerment improves the social and structural determinants of health.”? A
meta-narrative review of literature in 2018 explored the documented impact of diverse legal empowerment approaches on
the health of marginalized populations.”® Among others, interventions examined by the review included community
paralegal programs serving Roma communities in Macedonia,’* urban communities in Nicaragua,’® and survivors of
gender-based violence in Tanzania;”® legal empowerment workshops within rights-based HIV prevention programs for
female sex workers in India;”” and the integration of legal aid and rights awareness into health services for patients with HIV
and survivors of gender-based violence in Kenya.”® The meta-narrative review found that legal empowerment programs
increase legal literacy, reduce stigma and discrimination, and enhance access to health and justice services.”® Participants
in legal empowerment programs reported improved health behaviors, such as more consistent condom use, higher rates
of HIV testing, and reduced exposure to violence.®® Structural outcomes also included improved relations with police,
policy reforms, and better integration of legal and health services.®"

3.3. Systems change

Legal empowerment interventions are designed not only to help close the justice gap by securing remedies for
people’s justice problems, but also to drive changes to laws, policies and institutional practices that reinforce injustice.

Anew study, mappingthe evidence from 13 participatory action research projectsin 17 countries, documents the
different pathways by which grassroots casework can escalate into structural reform.%2 The examples below come from
community-based paralegal organizations that work alongside affected communities to turn everyday justice problems
into pathways for systems change.

e In Argentina, [the] Asociacion Civil por la Igualdad y la Justicia equipped residents of informal settlements
along the Matanza-Riachuelo River Basin—one of Argentina’s most polluted waterways—to both address
specific environmental hazards as well as secure inclusive, participatory urban development policies.

e In Malawi, [the] Southern Africa Litigation Centre and the Centre for Human Rights Education, Advice and
Assistance have helped sex workers, informal traders, street-connected children, and other marginalized
groups use existing institutional mechanisms to address cases of police abuse, while also fostering dialogue
between these groups and law enforcement to change the culture of impunity.

63



. In Indonesia, . . . the Indonesian Legal Aid Foundation partnered with farmers to reclaim land lost under the
Suharto regime, while using legal empowerment strategies to support a broad social movement of farmers,
workers, and students aiming to protect and deepen democracy in the country.®

And as described earlierin this paper, in Kenya, community paralegals, localresidents, and their civil society allies
drew on years of grassroots legal empowerment—combining data, lived experience, leadership, and collective action—to
abolish a discriminatory vetting process that had denied millions of Muslim and other marginalized Kenyans fair access to
national IDs and citizenship.%

In the current global context of rising authoritarianism, democratic backsliding, and shrinking civic space, legal
empowerment initiatives have emerged as critical mechanisms for defending and strengthening democratic governance.®®
Based on comparative evidence from 25 community paralegals and civil society organizations across 18 countries, a recent
study distilled a “Playbook of Justice”—a framework outlining the strategies that legal empowerment practitioners use to
challenge repressive laws, address rights violations, and deepen democracy by building community power, forging
alliances, and partnering with social movements.®®

4. Recommendations for Further Research and Learning

While a compelling body of evidence shows how legal empowerment is a powerful pathway toward people-
centered justice, much remains to be learned. We see three frontiers for further research and learning, touching on impact,
field-level strategic learning questions, and infrastructure for scaling.

4.1. Impact

Despite numerous qualitative accounts of success, the evidence base regarding the impact of legal
empowerment remains uneven. Emerging empirical work on the impact of legal empowerment on legal capability and
empowerment at the community level is compelling. However, there is a need to systematically generate comparable
evidence across awiderrange of grassroots legal empowermentinitiatives in order to build a more comprehensive evidence
base on impact.

Several other areas merit deeper inquiry. First, there is a need to examine the potential impact of legal
empowerment under repressive or authoritarian regimes, where civic space isrestricted and justice actors face heightened
risks. More research on defensive wins or the ability to prevent rollbacks would also be valuable. Second, researchers
should seek to further map the pathways from grassroots casework to systemic change, identifying how localized problem-
solving can lead to institutional reform and shifts in governance norms. Finally, exploring the linkages between legal
empowerment and development outcomes—including livelihoods, health, and gender equity—can illuminate how justice
contributes to broader dimensions of human well-being.

4.2. Field-level strategic learning questions

A second frontier concerns advancing collective learning on how legal empowerment contributes to structural
and systemic transformation.®” Translating grassroots advocacy into broader reforms that advance justice at scale remains
a live challenge in the field. Understanding “what works” in this process requires testing and documenting strategies that
combine legal action with community organizing, social movement building, and participatory governance.

Closely linked to this is the question of movement infrastructure. Sustainable progress toward justice demands
lasting structures for community organizing and collective action.8 Public recognition of community-based justice work,8®
innovative financing mechanisms,® and enhanced protections for justice defenders®' are all vital to the long-term viability
of movements for social and environmental justice, from the community to global levels. To advance people-centered
justice, we must improve our understanding of the optimal conditions under which legal empowerment can thrive.

Furthermore, in the current global context of democratic erosion and closing civic spaces, legal empowerment is
serving as a tool for defending democracy. It represents a form of participatory governance in which ordinary people use
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the law to make institutions more responsive and accountable. Yet this work is increasingly difficult and dangerous, calling
for new strategies that balance advocacy with safety and resilience.®? As the work rapidly evolves, further research is
needed into the role and impact of legal empowerment in deepening democracy in various contexts.

Image 1. Field-level strategic learning questions being explored under the Learning Agenda for Legal
Empowerment®?

BUILDING POWER +
SYSTEMS CHANGE

How can we advance
justice by combining
the power of people
with the power of
law?

How can we build
community power?

How can grassroots
efforts drive positive
change in laws,
institutions, and
norms?

IMPACT

What impact do we
have?

On people's sense of
their own power and
agency?

On immediate
threats to
livelihoods and
wellbeing?

On systems of
governance?

MOVEMENT
INFRASTRUCTURE

What do justice
movements need to
survive and thrive?

How can we support
decriminalization of grassroots
justice defenders? What forms of
public recognition are good for
legal empowerment?

What forms of funding are
needed to sustain and grow
grassroots movements for
justice?

How can we keep ourselves
and our partner
communities safe?

DEEPENING
DEMOCRACY

How can we counter
repression and
advance a deeper
version of democracy?

What strategies
work in the context
of repression or a
hostile state?

How can legal
empowerment
efforts advance a
deeper and more
resilient version of

democracy?

4.3. Infrastructure for learning and scaling impact

Finally, evidence and knowledge—while essential—are insufficient on their own to achieve people-centered
justice. There is an urgent need not only to generate cutting-edge insights but also to institutionalize mechanisms for
applying knowledge to practice.® In response to this need, Namati and members of the Grassroots Justice Network are
establishing the Grassroots Justice Network Academy, which will bring together research, learning, and practice to grow
and deepen the global movement for grassroots justice.®® Evidence suggests that participation in peer learning networks
enhances the effectiveness and resilience of community paralegals, particularly in contexts of repression and democratic
backsliding.% Building this global infrastructure for continuous learning represents a crucial next step in expanding the
reach and impact of legal empowerment worldwide.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that legal empowerment offers a concrete and effective pathway to advancing people-
centered justice. By equipping individuals and communities to know, use, and shape the law, legal empowerment
strengthens both the demand and supply sides of justice—enhancing people’s capacity to resolve their own problems
while also improving the delivery and responsiveness of justice services. Through community paralegals and other
grassroots justice actors, legal empowerment translates everyday struggles into data, evidence, and advocacy that drive
systemic reforms. In doing so, it not only secures remedies for individuals but transforms institutions, policies, and norms
so that they better reflect and respond to people’s lived realities.

Yet, despite a growing evidence base, much remains to be understood about the mechanisms through which legal
empowerment produces change. Further research is essential to deepen understanding of its strategies, pathways, and
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impacts—particularly qualitative and participatory studies that can capture the nuances of practice, context, and
adaptation. Such research should illuminate how community-led efforts link individual casework to structural
transformation, and how these processes operate in diverse and often repressive political environments.

Equally important, research on legal empowerment must itself be people-centered. Academic inquiry should not
merely observe grassroots practice but engage with it—grounding analysis in the lived experience of practitioners and
justice seekers, co-producing evidence, and contributing to collective power. Building a people-centered and people-
powered knowledge ecosystem is essential to sustaining and scaling legal empowerment efforts. By aligning research with
the core principles of participation, inclusion, and empowerment, scholars and practitioners together can advance avision
of justice that is not only accessible in form, but transformative in function.
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