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Abstract

This paper reviews the financing of people-centered justice, focusing on what we know—and still need to know—about
how to scale up front-line justice services that provide information, advice, assistance, and informal dispute resolution.
Based on existing research, we know that 5.1 billion people worldwide lack meaningful access to justice. We also know
that affordable, cost-effective front-line services currently exist across at least 52 documented examples in 18 countries,
with robust evidence showing “phenomenal” returns on investment—in some cases as high as 33:1 for community legal
advice and 18:1 forcommunity-based justice centers and village courts. We also know that lower-income countries already
prioritize justice financing more thanricher countries do, allocating an average of 6% of government expenditures to justice
compared to 4% in OECD countries, yet front-line services remain drastically under-prioritized and under-scaled. However,
important questions remain around the precise levels of funding currently allocated to front-line services, the true size of
the service coverage gap, and what interventions provide best value for money in resource-constrained environments.
Significant data gaps persist: justice budgets lack disaggregation to identify front-line spending; impact evaluations rarely
include cost data; and cost-benefit analyses in lower-income countries are virtually nonexistent.

Drawing on lessons from the health and education sectors—where basic metrics on needs, costs, and outcomes have
driven massive scale-up of services—this paper argues that the justice sector must invest in comparable data
infrastructure to guide investment decisions. The paper concludes with recommendations including developing
standardized definitions of front-line services, publishing disaggregated justice budgets, conducting public expenditure
reviews, integrating cost-effectiveness analysis into impact evaluations, and convening global commissions to establish
methodological frameworks for the sector.

Suggested citation: Clare Manuel & Marcus Manuel, Financing Scaled-Up Front-Line Justice Services: Data and Evidence 69
(Global Perspectives on People-Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, Matthew Burnett & Rebecca L. Sandefur eds.,
2026) abfn.org/financing-front-line-justice-services.

69



Financing Scaled-Up Front-Line Justice
Services: Data and Evidence Gaps

Clare Manuel” and Marcus Manuel’

1. Introduction

1.1 Background

This white paper reviews the state of the evidence on the financing of people-centered justice. It identifies
research and data gaps, makes recommendations on priority research areas, and suggests adaptation of proven strategies
developed in other sectors to address comparable challenges.

Underpinning the paper is an understanding of what people-centered justice is: that it starts with people and
meeting their justice needs. A country may have a range of other goals for their justice sector, for example relating to
security, rule of law or economic growth. But a people-centered approach to justice means that the essential concerniis to
address people’s most pressing justice problems. Addressing broader/higher-level issues may be spin-offs from the core
goal of addressing people’s everyday justice problems.

Legal needs surveys tell us that currently people’s justice needs are not being addressed at scale. 5.1 billion
people worldwide lack meaningful access to justice, of which 1.5 billion are unable to resolve their everyday justice
problems." Addressing this justice gap will require a massive improvement in service delivery, and this means a change in
the way resources are allocated in the justice sector. It means regarding justice as a basic service, like health or education.

The good news is that there are clear lessons to be learnt from the decades of experience that these other service
sectors have to offer, especially about how to scale-up service delivery. A key lesson, and a starting point for shifting
resources to front-line services, is the need for much better basic data to guide investment decisions.?

1.2 Terminology

Using terminology from other service sectors, this paper refers to both “primary justice” and “front-line” services.
“Primary” justice refers to a broad set of services which impact directly on people’s experience of justice including
community policing and the first-tier formal courts. These services were costed for over 150 countries in the 2019 “Justice
for All Report” with averages of $20 per person in low-income countries, $64 per person in middle-income countries and
$230 in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries.?

“Front-line” services are defined in this paper as a smaller, focused sub-set of “primary services” and refer to
information, advice, assistance and informal dispute resolution. These are the entry points to the justice system.

1.3 Paper focus

Funding just front-line justice services would be a lot cheaper than funding the complete suite of primary justice
services. ODI estimated front-line services to cost less than 10% of the total “primary services” costs.* Affordable, cost-
effective front-line services exist: ODl research has highlighted 52 examples across 18 countries, spanning six continents.®
And there is robust academic evidence that these kinds of services can provide “phenomenal” rates of return on
investment, i.e., greater than 15:1 (see Table 1 below).

" Senior Research Associate, ODI.
"Senior Research Associate, ODI.
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Table 1. Front-line justice services that have “phenomenal” rates of return on investment®

L . Benefit: cost ratio and
Front-line justice activity Other examples
current best example

Community legal advice and . . .
Phenomenal (33:1) At least 40 examples in 20 countries - mainly

assistance, largely provided by . . .
Citizens Advice, UK’ community-based paralegals

non-lawyers
Argentina Access to Justice Centers providing

Community based justice Phenomenal (18:1) community based legal advice and assistance by

centres providing legal advice Community legal centres, low-cost lawyers

and assistance Australia South Africa— Community Based Advice Offices
when located in police stations

Customary and informal justice Phenomenal (18:1) Malawi village mediation

dispute resolution Village Courts, Bangladesh Somalia Alternative Dispute Resolution centres

Despite this evidence, the justice gap tells us that globally, these kinds of services have not been sufficiently
scaled up to provide accessible, nationwide services to address people’s justice problems.

The vision of scaled-up front-line justice services draws on the health and education sectors, where it is now
accepted that improving outcomes at scale is associated with focusing on front-line service—in the education sector
focusing on early years and primary education, and in the health sector on public health and community health services.

The justice sector needs the kinds of data and evidence used in the health and education sectors to make
investment decision enabling these kinds of value for money investments to be taken to scale. This paper therefore focuses
on data and evidence gaps needed to guide investment decisions to finance scaled-up front-line justice services.

2. Currently available data and evidence; and data and research gaps

2.1 Introduction

This section reviews the current state of the data and evidence, and identifies priority (primarily
quantitative) data and research gaps in three areas:

e Regarding levels of funding for front-line justice services (i.e., data on how much s currently being
spent on front-line services, and on how much front-line justice services costs);

e Regardingthe size of the “justice gap” that needs to be filled (i.e., a lack of quantitative data on the
levels of coverage of front-line justice services); and,

e Regarding what works to fill the justice gap in aresource constrained environment (i.e., what kinds
of interventions provide best value for money, and best returns on investment).

These data and evidence gaps are important because they are the building blocks for financing scaled-
up front-line services. While many countries gather data on justice in terms of the inputs, outputs and costs of
the court system, few gather and consolidate data on the front-line services that provide information, advice,
assistance and informal dispute resolution. Furthermore, few countries regularly gather data on justice needs
and outcomes. The experience of other sectors is that this kind of basic data is a key tool at country and
international level for understanding the scale of the problems and then enabling progress to be measured
towards addressing it. Such basic data and evidence are also vital for developing understandings about
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efficient and effective financing of services in a resource constrained environment. Together, this kind of data
can make the case for investing in front-line justice services showing that such investment works, delivering
tangible results and high returns on investment.

2.2 Evidence on levels of funding for front-line justice services

2.2.1 Research on the “resource envelope”

ODI Global is now publishing annual updates on countries’ domestic allocations to justice and also on official
development assistance (ODA) for justice to lower-income countries.®

Data on ODA is drawn from the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) DAC
(Development Assistance Committee) database.® Substantial cuts mean that aid to justice is becoming increasingly
unimportant, and the focus is shifting to “smarter” domestic financing—using existing resources to better target front-line
services.

ODI’s research on domestic funding for justice covers 155 countries and draws on data from International
Monetary Fund (IMF) reports of government spending on justice under the Classification of the Functions of Government
classification “public order, law and safety.” This is supplemented by detailed reviews of published country-level data
where data has not been provided to the IMF.

Key findings include that lower-income countries already attach high priority to financing justice, accounting on
average for 6% of all government domestic expenditures, compared with a 4% average in OECD countries.

There are significant data challenges in gathering this basic data. Only a minority of lower-income countries
comply with their commitment to report budget data to the IMF (29% of low-income countries and 43% of lower middle-
income countries). To address this, ODI has undertaken original research and obtained data on all low-income and lower
middle-income countries from publicly available budget documents. As a result, data coverage has jumped to 81% for low-
income countries and 87% for lower middle-income countries.™

However, there are very significant limitations with the justice budget data published by countries, which inhibit
analysis of the level of spending on front-line services. One major issue is the lack of disaggregation. Many countries just
publish budget data by institution and not by function. This creates a critical gap for understanding expenditures on front-
line services such asinformation, advice and assistance, and dispute resolution. In addition, few countries report spending
on research and innovation that could impact front-line services.

Another limitation arises from insufficient coverage of published data. Many countries omit front-line service
spending by Ministries or institutions outside the justice sector. For example, in the United Kingdom, Citizens’ Advice
Centres—which offer free legalinformation and advice to the public—are funded by the Department for Business and Trade
rather than the justice sector. Similarly, in Uganda, Local Council Courts are financed under the Ministry of Local
Governments, and Ethiopia has customary courts that are not reflected in justice sector budgets.

Finally, only limited historical data is available. Fewer than ten non-OECD countries report justice budget data for
more than five years, making it difficult to conduct analyses over time.

This lack of data also inhibits analysis more broadly, including regarding the impact of spending on front-line
services. For instance, it prevents in-depth reviews of public expenditure of the justice sector that could identify the most
cost-effective interventions. It also constrains political economy analysis of why some countries allocate much more to
justice than others—for example, to evaluate the wide range in low-income countries’ allocations from 4 to 11% of all
government expenditure. Furthermore, the absence of detailed data hinders econometric research that could explore the
relationship between disaggregated measures of justice spending and disaggregated measures of justice outcomes.

Accordingly, going forward, there are several priority research needs. First, there is a need for further and better
definition of what should be included in “front-line” and “primary justice” services. This would align with beneficial efforts
in the health sector to define “primary health.” A possible way forward could be for Justice Action Coalition member
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countries to convene a consultative process consistent with Justice Action Coalition Working Group I’s current efforts to
establish a people-centered justice measurement framework.

Second, countries should publish justice budgets that are disaggregated to identify the proportion spent on front-
line services. Again, Justice Action Coalition member countries could agree to implement this practice.

Third, more country-level public expenditure reviews of the justice sector are needed to assess the level of
expenditure on front-line justice and to examine opportunities for reallocating resources to front-line services. Justice
Action Coalition member countries could undertake and publish such reviews.

Finally, in relation to ODA for justice, donor countries could recommend that the OECD DAC revise its definitions
and codes to incorporate reporting on ODA to front-line justice services, similar to the approach taken in health and
education for “primary” services.

2.2.2 Research on the costs of front-line justice services - the cost of addressing a “justice need”

ODI Global’s work on the “resource envelope” described above, has been complemented by research to estimate
the cost of front-line justice services. The aim is to estimate the average cost per case, i.e., the cost of addressing a justice
need. “Justice needs” are the issues identified in justice/legal needs surveys."

This kind of cost analysis has long been standard in other sectors, serving as the basis for enabling strategic
decisions about where to prioritise resources and what kind of services to fund. In the health sector, such cost analysis has
built up over 30 years.'?

In the justice sector, cost analysis remains in its infancy. The first attempt at a global cost analysis was that by
Manuel et al., which identified benchmark unit costs for basic justice services across country income groups.'® ODI Global
subsequently took the analysis further, drawing on broader and more robust datasets, and further developing the
methodology.™

Akey aspect of ODI’s cost analysis methodology is to focus on estimating the average cost of addressing a justice
need—which can range from giving one-off advice to handling a case through a court. Many front-line service providers
combine such “case work” with more general legal empowerment, education, and/or outreach. While these broader
activities can be seen as vital to “bring in” case work and thus as integral to it, the decision was taken to exclude public
awareness/information work of this type, and instead to focus on costing units of individual cases. A similar approach is
taken to calculating unit costsin the health sector, where costing public health messagingis treated separately from costing
individual medicalinterventions/ services.'®

In summary, the latest estimates of the unit cost of providing legal advice, assistance, and informal dispute
resolution are based on two main sources. The firstis composed of original data on costs and the number of cases handled,
which are gathered from front-line justice service providers through surveys, provider management information systems,
published and unpublished performance reports, interviews and correspondence with service providers and their funders,
as well as published academic research.’®

The second source comprises analysis by the Hague Institute for Innovation of Law (HiilL), which draws in part
from Netherland standards, to estimate the number of hours of legal advice and assistance required to resolve a typical

case."’

A key outcome of ODI’s cost analysis was the development of “benchmark” unit costs for addressing a unit of
justice need through providing legal advice and assistance, and informal dispute resolution. The benchmarks are
developed from what “bottom up” research shows is achievable, and ODI’s estimates of what is potentially affordable in
different country income groups. Most of the costs are related to staff costs, with average wage rates are related to the
overall level of a country’s income. As can be seen from the table below, unit costs are six times lower in low-income
countries than in high-income ones.
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Table 2. Benchmark unit costs for front-line legal advice, assistance and informal dispute resolution®

c trvi Average gross national income Benchmark cost
ountry income grou
v group ($ per person) ($ per case)

Low-income 570 20
Lower middle-income 2,830 70
Upper middle-income 9,260 175

There are significant challenges in obtaining data on both costs and numbers of cases, summarized in
research released by Manuel and Manuel in 2023."° These data challenges mean that ODI’s unit costs should
be regarded as indicative estimates and as a first attempt to undertake cross-country analysis on cost-
effectiveness.

Despite the challenges, understanding the unit costs of services and thus assessing their cost-
effectiveness is critical to scaling up people-centered justice services. Going forward, key evidence gaps
remain due to the ongoing need to (1) expand the unit cost analysis to more OECD countries and (2) estimate
the needed level of spending on “front-line” and “primary justice” services to achieve universal coverage. Away
forward could be for Justice Action Coalition members countries to convene a global commission to consider
these needs, as the health sector did when the World Health Organization (WHQO) convened a commission in
2001 to assess health related Millenium Development Goals.

2.3 Evidence on the size of the justice gap that needs to be filled

2.3.1 Justice/legal needs surveys

Justice/legal needs surveys have provided much-needed data about the scale of the problem in justice service
delivery, along with the types of needs that people are facing. The health sector’s experience of scaling up service delivery
shows that understanding the scope of global needs is the starting point for addressing those needs. The United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), WHO, the World Bank and United Nations (UN) all work with national authorities to combine
national census data with internationally funded, globally standardized, targeted surveys, which are regularly undertaken,
such as country demographic and health surveys. These together provide a rich data set with granular details of needs.

Surveys are expensive to undertake, and in the justice sector the vast majority have been in higher-
income countries. In lower-income countries most have been undertaken by World Justice Project (WJP) and
HiiL.2°

Improvements to several key issues would make justice and legal needs surveys even more useful.
First, efforts should focus on reducing the cost of these surveys—for example, by integrating justice needs
questions into other national surveys—and funding more surveys in lower-income countries. Second,
simplified annual justice needs updates should be developed. Third, globally standardized methodologies and
indicators should be adopted—for example, to present data on justice needs on a uniform annual basis rather
than across varying timeframes of two to five years. Finally, similar to the health sector, there is a need to
develop a methodology to distinguish the severity of needs and assess the impact of interventions. In the health
sector this is achieved using Quality-of-Life Adjusted Years. Such a methodology for justice and legal needs
surveys could also potentially draw on new impact assessment methods in other sectors that assess impacts
on wellbeing.

2.3.2 Justice service coverage

Strategies to scale up front-line justice services require data on the size and nature of the gap in service
provision. Data on service coverage is common in other service sectors, e.g., the number of pregnant women
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receiving antenatal care, or the number of children of school age in school. But this is a relatively un-explored
areain the justice sector.

ODI has done some initial thinking on how to estimate countries’ levels of coverage for front-line
justice services. First, this undertaking could utilize country-level data from service providers to estimate how
many cases addressing individual justice problems are currently receiving legal advice, assistance, and
informal dispute resolution services in a given year. These figures can then be compared with the country’s
total number of justice problems each year. Such a comparison would enable an estimation of the “service
gap,” i.e., the number of cases that go without legal advice, assistance, or informal dispute resolution. To do
this, justice or legal needs surveys would need to provide data on the number of respondents reporting legal
needs, and this data would need to be translated into the number of justice problems or cases requiring
external assistance.

For the justice sector to build on this initial thinking on the size and nature of the gap in service
coverage, the methodology must be further developed and data collection should be enhanced. In particular,
developing this initial thinking on methodology should focus on accurately reflecting the relationship between
the number of people reporting a justice problem and the number of justice service needs or cases each year.
Relatedly, better data must be collected on the number of cases handled by service providers, perhaps
modeled on the centralized data collection system provided by the Legal Aid Service Providers Network in
Uganda.?'

2.4 Evidence about what works to fill the justice gap in a resource constrained environment

2.4.1 Cost-effectiveness analysis: value for money

An accurate assessment of costs is critical in determining whether an intervention can be replicated
and scaled up, and itis likewise essentialfor deciding how scarce resources can best be used. Butinthejustice
sector, it has been rare forimpact evaluations to include data on costs and so analyze value for money.?2 ODI’s
research on the unit costs of a range of front-line service providers backs up the assessment that impact
evaluations of justice interventions tend not to consider costs.?

Because resources are limited, looking simply at impacts without analyzing costs has been compared to “one
hand clapping.”? To address the tendency of the justice sector to “clap with one hand,” cost-effectiveness and
value for money assessments should be at the center of initiatives to provide front-line justice services. The
failure to do so is in large part responsible for what has been termed “the graveyard of pilots”: initiatives are
funded with unit cost which make them unaffordable, un-scalable and unsustainable. To start to address this,
itis proposed that Justice Action Coalition member countries and partners should agree to provide open data
on the cost-effectiveness of people-centered justice initiatives they invest in, promote or are associated with.?

2.4.2 Cost-benefit analysis: returns on investment

There is increasing evidence about the costs of unmet justice needs for individuals and society,
including unchallenged human rights abuses, increased risk of conflict, and economic and social costs.?

Cost-benefit ratios should be understood in light of the Copenhagen Consensus Center’s?’ ratings of
“phenomenal,” where benefits generated are worth at least 15 times the cost; “good,” where the benefits are
worth 5to 15 times more than the costs; and only “fair,” where benefits are up to 5 times the amount invested.?®
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There is emerging evidence that investing in justice can deliver high returns on investment, with new
thinking about the negative impact of lack of access to justice. For example, evidence from the Netherlands
includes a new methodology to quantify the negative impact on mental and physical health.?®

There is still very limited academically robust quantitative data on the costs versus the benefits of
particular interventions in the justice sector in lower-income countries. The issue is discussed in some detail
in a 2023 policy brief by Manuel and Manuel.®® Key research priorities for front-line justice in relation to cost-
benefit analysis include enhancing both the quantity and quality of data. Quantitatively, the number of cost-
benefit studies covering a range of justice services should be increased. Qualitatively, research efforts should
learn from methodological developmentsin other sectors about how to undertake this type of analysis in lower-
income countries—particularly with respect to estimating benefits. The Copenhagen Consensus Center and
BRAC University®—which have particular expertise in this kind of work in lower-income countries, where
issues of equity and equality in assessing benefits are particularly acute®>—could be of assistance in
developing methodological guidelines on cost-benefit analysis of people-centered justice services in lower-
income countries.

3. Conclusion and recommendations for building data and evidence on front-line
justice financing

There is a major knowledge gap in the justice sector in relation to what other service sectors (such as
health and education) regard as basic metrics to guide investment decisions and make a business case to
invest in front-line services. Other sectors have seen investing in understanding the costs and benefits of
delivering basic services as the platform for attracting the funding required to deliver massively scaled-up
provision on the ground. In the health sector, the ability to demonstrate results has had the effect of crowding-
in more funding.3® Arguably, the limited ability of the justice sector to demonstrate significant, sustained results
has contributed to continuing declining aid to the sector.?* In a highly resource constrained environment it is
even more important to base investment decisions on sound data about where spending will have the most
impact.

The experience of the health and education sectors has been that a strong international push was
necessary to generate the kind of basic data that this white paper has argued is needed for front-line services
to be scaled up to change the lives of millions of people. The Millenium Development Goals, with their clear
targets relating to front-line services were the starting point for coordinated international action in health and
education. The WHO (for the health sector), UNICEF (for the education sector) together with the World Bank
had key roles to play. The Millenium Development Goal’s outcome targets resulted in increased investment in
country level data collection to measure needs, assess the scaling up front-line services needed and then
measure progress in increasing services and improving outcomes. The outcome targets also sparked research
on the most cost-effective ways of achieving these outcomes. For example, a key global primary health costing
analysis was developed by a global commission that was specially convened by WHO for a year in 2001. This
initial costing analysis has been significantly developed and refined since, including by a dedicated
international task force and large teams of researchers in the World Bank and WHO.*®

For the justice sector, the Justice Action Coalition, the World Bank and the OECD could all potentially
play leading roles. The OECD’s current design work on a measurement framework is a key first step, which has
the potential to lead to investment in the data gathering work needed to measure progress. As for the health
sector, this is likely to involve developing lower cost needs assessment and integrating this with assessments
of range and quality of front-line service providers. The World Bank has decades of experience of cost-
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effectiveness analysis across multiple sectors, including on the court systems.*¢ The World Bank could apply
this experience to analyze front-line justice services, including how to maximize the effectiveness of the
combination of front-line services and the court system.

More generally, a change of culture within the sector is needed, with a much greater willingness to
share and be open with data. This also involves a much greater engagement with quantitative data and analysis,
including the development of a cadre of justice economists and statisticians and use of techniques such as
cost-effectiveness and cost-benefit analysis, along with better standardization of methodologies and metrics.

As with other service sectors, there also needs to be a willingness to invest in gathering data on key
metrics, particularly in lower-income countries that are currently being left behind in this respect. Itis therefore
encouraging that the Justice Action Coalition’s Declaration of June 2023 commits members to concrete actions
to develop metrics for people-centered justice, measure results and produce evidence.®”
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