Introduction

Matthew Burnett” and Rebecca L. Sandefur?

The white papers in this volume focus on empirical evidence about people-centered access to justice, sketching the
contours of what we know and what we still need to learn. The collection is remarkable in at least two respects: 1) across the
richly textured justice ecosystem, the authors are diverse in both discipline and role, ranging from academic researchers to
policymakers and practitioners; and 2) their work in this volume is focused on empirical evidence, both what is already
available and gaps that need to be addressed through new research and data. The people-centered framework for reimagining
access to justice is less than two decades old, and redirects our attention from the traditional focus—formal justice systems,
lawyers, or courts—to a new one: the people those systems, forums, and professionals are meant to serve. Given that the
people-centered framework is both innovative and relatively new, it is not surprising to find evidence gaps. What is perhaps
surprising and certainly encouraging is what this volume illustrates: rich and rigorous evidence does in fact inform this
framework and guide both program design and policy formation. This evidence-based quality is particularly evident when this
work is compared to past “waves” of access to justice interventions identified by a key founder of empirical access to justice
research, Bryant Garth, who in the preface describes his collaboration with Mauro Cappelletti that developed that approach.’
While there is much to encourage us, at the same time, we would and should hope for continued and expanded attention to
building an evidence-based and people-centered approach to justice policies and practices.

The people-centered justice framework developed out of a growing base of empirical research and national, regional
and global policy formation around Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16.3, which exhorts countries “to promote the rule
of law at the national and international levels, and ensure equal access to justice for all.”? The empirical basis of people-
centered justice is rooted in a growing body of research evidence on civil legal needs, including over 250 legal needs studies
conducted in more than 110 countries and jurisdictions over the last three decades.® A consistent finding of these studies is
that formal justice systems are largely peripheral to the resolution of most civil justice problems.* Another consistent finding
is that most people do not recognize the justiciable problems that they face in life as having legal dimensions.® This evidence
suggests that top-down solutions rooted in formal justice systems, courts, and lawyers have done little to stem the tide of
unresolved justice problems experienced by everyday people, which have significant impacts on people’s lives, livelihoods,
shelter, and safety.

Alongside this emerging body of research, the adoption of SDG 16.3 has catalyzed efforts to mobilize policymakers
around a shared policy agenda.® Critical to this transformation was the “Task Force on Justice,” an initiative led by the
Pathfinders for Peaceful, Just and Inclusive Societies (“Pathfinders”) engaging diverse justice stakeholders including
intergovernmental organizations, governments, researchers, and nonprofit organizations.” The Task Force report presented a
stark picture, estimating that globally 5.1 billion people lack meaningful access to justice—a number that has since grown—
and set the stage for a global agenda that puts individuals and their legal needs at the center of justice systems.

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in some of its work distills the people-
centered justice framework across five pillars:

1) “Establish[ing] a people-centered purpose and culture in the justice system,” which includes a government
commitment to “promote people-centered justice based on empirical data and evidence” [emphasis added] and the
need for whole-of-state and whole-of-society approaches, setting shared goals at the sector-level, and emphasizing
the eradication of bias and discrimination.

2) “Design[ing] and deliver[ing] people-centered . . . services,” which includes the design, development, and
maintenance of justice service delivery and “identify[ing] citizens’ justice needs and what works for each group in
society [emphasis added], as well as how to deliver accessible services, including for the most vulnerable groups.”
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3) “Establish[ing] a[n] [enabling] governance infrastructure,” which focuses on “the role of government and other key
justice actors in establishing justice systems that are accessible and ensure that citizens’ justice needs are
effectively addressed.” This includes approaches to establish whole-of-government engagement, foster access to
technology and data, drive justice system simplification and seamless case referrals, and maintain people-centered
innovation.

4) Empowering people to be informed and to participate, which underscores “the importance of strengthening the
capabilities of people,” including both “how to empower people by raising their legal literacy and awareness and the
co-design of justice services” as well as “the need to develop capabilities of those working in the justice sector.”

5) Evidence-based “[p]lanning, monitoring and accountability,” which focuses on “the role of justice data to establish
and maintain evidence-based mechanisms to support decision making, delivery and monitoring of people-centered
justice services.”®

Throughout this framework, the need for more and better research, evidence and data animates fundamental
principles and goals. Understanding this landscape and the evidence that supports it, both globally and at the regional and
country-level, is critical if we hope to deliver on access to justice for all.

This volume, Global Perspectives on People-Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, brings together leading
scholars, policymakers, and practitioners to examine what we know—and what we still need to know—about how people-
centered justice contributes to inclusive development, poverty alleviation, and democratic governance. Across diverse
contexts and methodologies, the contributors share a common commitment: grounding justice policy reform in rigorous
evidence, centering lived experience, and building practical knowledge for program design and implementation.

This volume is organized into three parts: 1) Knowledge to Inspire Change; 2) Knowledge on How People-Centered
Justice Matters for Policy; and 3) Knowledge for Implementation. Taken together, they trace the arc from foundational theory
and macro-level evidence, through research and policy domains, to the concrete tools and approaches required to make
people-centered justice realin the lives of everyday people.

These three foci are themselves grounded in empirical research. In 2022, the editors of this collection, in
collaboration with an international team of doctoral students, undertook a multi-method, global research project to
understand the state of empirical research knowledge about people-centered access to justice. The first report from that
research, published in 2023 as People-Centered Access to Justice Research: A Global Perspective, reported the findings from
two data collection projects grounded in a novel framework for characterizing national contexts.®

Though each geographic space is in some ways unique, countries also share key characteristics that shape the
context in which people seek and experience justice. In that first report, we classified countries on three dimensions that may
shape people’s opportunities to access justice: how well civil justice functions; the degree to which various groups in the
country are included or excluded from common life; and, country income level. That activity, meant initially as a tool for
generalization—allowing us to draw inferences about what evidence from one national context might suggest about other
similar contexts—generated some discoveries of its own. Around the world, countries can score high on one dimension and
low on others, though there is a relationship between income level and both inclusiveness and civil justice function, in that
most low-income countries have lower scores on all three measures. But this is not uniform: while income level is correlated
with civil justice function and inclusiveness, it is also the case that several high-income countries are rated as low on
inclusiveness, civil justice function, or both.

We also conducted a scan of the empirical research literature produced since 2001 that explored relationships
between people-centered justice and poverty reduction, democratic engagement, and distributed growth, and examined the
types of countries that had been studied in this way. This project showed clearly that the volume of research was quite modest,
that it was most likely to focus on democratic engagement, often through a lens of legal empowerment, and that large swaths
of the world had received little if any research attention. Middle-income countries had received more research attention on the
topic of people-centered access to justice and the three outcomes of interest than had either high or low-income countries.
One reason for this is that research follows development funds: around the world, more development donor funds go to
middle-income countries than to low-income countries.’® As one observer we spoke to putit, empirical research to understand
these questions is being “created at... very different speeds” in different parts of the world. This volume goes more deeply into
what we know both substantively and geographically about people-centered access to justice.



The second part of that initial study involved interviews with experts who could report knowledgeably on the global
access to justice research space, offering insight about what research had been conducted and in what contexts, on important
discoveries and knowledge gaps, and where centers of research are active. These informants all had deep expertise and
sustained engagement with people-centered civil justice research and data, had worked either globally or across multiple
regional or country-level contexts, and ranged across role and function, including not only researchers, but also civil society
actors, donors, and staff at intergovernmental organizations.

Across the interviews, they offered many insights, but some key themes emerged. The shift from a court- and lawyer-
centered approach to understanding justice to a people-centered perspective reshapes both the kinds of questions necessary
to understand justice and development and the elements of an evidence base necessary to answer those questions. The
research agenda that emerged from those conversations required three types of knowledge and data, which also form the
structure for this volume. One lays the groundwork for high-level change, demonstrating that people-centered justice s critical
to development outcomes like anti-poverty efforts, distributed growth, and democratic empowerment (Knowledge to Inspire
Change). Another offers understanding of how people centered justice helps to achieve those outcomes (Knowledge on How
People-Centered Justice Matters for Policy and Practice). A third guides policy and practice, informing the implementation of
projects, policies, and justice reforms (Knowledge for Implementation).

Knowledge to Inspire Change

The first part of this volume situates people-centered justice within broader international development, poverty
alleviation, and democratic governance frameworks, reviewing knowledge to inspire change. In “Why People-Centered Justice
Matters for Development,” Anne-Lise Bloch and Adrian Di Giovanni synthesize evidence from cost-benefit analyses, legal
needs surveys, and cross-country case studies from contexts as diverse as Canada and Sierra Leone, to demonstrate that
unmet civil justice needs impose significant socioeconomic burdens on people and communities, while accessible
community-based services can generate substantial returns on investment. Their analysis moves beyond usual moral and
normative arguments to offer insights on economic impact, proposing evidence-based prioritization of justice needs and
participatory research as essential strategies for what is an increasingly constrained development finance ecosystem.

In “Access to Justice and Poverty,” Paul Prettitore deepens this inquiry by examining the relationship between poverty
and people-centered justice. Drawing on legal needs surveys and other empirical data, he shows how legal problems both
cluster and cascade amongthose living in poverty, entrenching disadvantage across housing, employment, health, family, and
other civil legal issues. At the same time, he highlights how justice interventions can build agency and improve both social and
economic outcomes for everyday people. Prettitore’s chapter underscores the need for both longitudinal and system-level
research that moves beyond service provision toward structural understanding and reform.

“How People-Centered Justice Matters for Democracy” extends the analysis to political legitimacy. Using data from
legal needs surveys, growing evidence on trust in government and institutions, scholarship on administrative burdens, and
research on accessto justice and the legal profession, Matthew Burnett explores how everyday justice experiences shape both
access to justice and democratic engagement. He identifies critical research gaps linking justice outcomes to both social and
political attitudes and calls for experimental and longitudinal research that connects everyday justice needs and available
help to democratic stability.

Together, these chapters establish a critical and undertheorized pillar of people-centered justice research and
action: people-centered justice is not peripheral, but foundational to inclusive development, poverty alleviation, and
democratic engagement. At the same time that they offer a critical discovery, these chapters also reveal persistent blind
spots—particularly regarding understanding of long-term impacts of people-centered justice, the need for more empirical
research, and the need to design for both programmatic and institutional resilience in the face of rule-of-law backsliding.

Knowledge on How People-Centered Justice Matters for Policy

The second part of the volume turns to specific populations and policy interventions, reviewing knowledge about how
people-centered justice matters for policy. Jennifer Davidson, Sophie Shields, and Andrew Goudie focus on children, a
population comprising nearly one-third of the world’s people yet largely absent in available legal needs data. Drawing on global
frameworks, expert consultations, and emerging economic analyses, they argue for more systemic, child-centered
approaches that integrate policy and program design approaches across both government and civil society. Their work
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highlights promising interventions—such as child-friendly procedures and multi-sectoral justice service models—while
emphasizing the need for age-disaggregated data and ethical and participatory research methodologies.

Qudsiya Naqui’s “Mapping Disabled Justice” examines the structural and procedural barriers experienced by people
with disabilities. Using legal needs surveys, qualitative research, and international frameworks, she shows how people with
disabilities face obstacles across their justice journeys. Naqui advances a participatory research agenda and also calls for
disability-disaggregated legal needs data capable of capturing diverse forms of both physical and mental disability and lived
experience.

Abigail Moy and Poorvi Chitalkar explore legal empowerment as both a method and a movement. Drawing on diverse
studies, includingrandomized controlled trials (RCTs), participatory action research, and case studies across diverse contexts,
they argue that community paralegals strengthen legal capability, generate actionable insights, and catalyze structural change.
Their chapter illuminates how research and data on localized casework can translate into national reform, while also raising
critical questions about ongoing sustainability, particularly in authoritarian environments.

Clare and Marcus Manuel address a foundational and persistent constraint to justice policy and practice: justice
financing. Through cross-country analysis and lessons drawn from other sectors, including health and education, they
demonstrate that frontline justice services can yield high returns despite the fact that they remain chronically underfunded.
They call for standardized definitions, public expenditure reviews, and cost-effectiveness as metrics to build an investment
case capable of driving both scale and stainability in frontline justice services.

Jason Tashea’s “Research Agenda for Justice Technology” confronts both the promise and pitfalls of people-centered
justice technology and innovation. His contribution surveys the existing research landscape across two domains: the “justice
technology stack,” including data infrastructure and public-facing services, and the enabling environment required for justice
technology to thrive, encompassing state capacity, funding models, and regulatory frameworks. Drawing on surveys, user-
experience research, and policy analysis, he argues that justice technology needs to move beyond anecdotes and aspirations
towards more rigorous evaluation, benchmarking, and thoughtful procurement.

Across these contributions, a shared theme emerges: people-centered justice requires not just normative
commitment but also targeted evidence-based interventions tailored to specific populations and approaches. Each
intervention revealsresearch and data gaps, methodological limitations, and the persistent challenge of scaling and sustaining
what works.

Knowledge for Implementation

The final part of this volume turns explicitly to implementation or “what works,” reviewing the knowledge we have and
the data we need. Martin Gramatikov maps the evolution of legal needs research from early legal aid studies to more recent
analyses of “justice journeys.” While legal needs surveys now cover a majority of the world’s population, Gramatikov argues
that standardization, causal research design, and systematic integration of insights from these surveys into government
policymaking remain limited. His chapter calls for more global collaboration and sustainable public financing to
institutionalize legal needs data within state data collection and decision-making.

Maurits Barendrecht examines alternative dispute resolution (ADR), drawing on both legal needs data and research
on negotiation. He identifies common barriers, including emotional dynamics, information asymmetries, and inherent power
imbalance, and assesses interventions designed to address them. Barendrecht highlights the need for both shared evaluation
standards and accountability mechanisms to ensure that resolution processes are not only efficient but also fair.

Michele Leering explores medical-legal and health justice partnerships across several countries, demonstrating how
embedding legal services within healthcare settings addresses health-harming legal needs, reframing access to justice as a
social determinant of health. Drawing on both systematic literature reviews and practitioner insights, she calls for cross-
disciplinary evaluation frameworks and policy reforms to sustain and scale these collaborations.

Finally, Zainab Malik examines human-centered design as both philosophy and method. Through case studies and
interdisciplinary research, she demonstrates how empathic inquiry, prototyping, and iterative testing have improved user
experience and procedural justice. She also warns against “bounded justice” approaches that improve interfaces without
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actually addressing structural inequality. Malik calls for standardized metrics, regulatory reforms, and meaningful co-creation
with affected communities.

Conclusion

This extraordinary body of work reveals both the promise and the complexity of advancing people-centered justice.
Grounded in a framework barely two decades old, the research reviewed here demonstrates how much progress is possible in
a short time when empirical scholars and research funders align their efforts. Although many of the areas examined are still
emerging as areas of research, the chapters document foundational discoveries with genuinely transformative potential. At
the same time, each chapter identifies critical gaps in knowledge, signals of where sustained, focused investment is needed
from researchers and funders alike. Together, the chapters in this volume provide not only a synthesis of what we know, but
also a roadmap for the work required to begin to fill our knowledge gaps.

Research is, at its core, an effort to understand. These chapters illuminate what is understood and what remains to
be discovered across a range of areas critical not only to effective justice services but also to human flourishing. Yet
understanding alone is not the endpoint. A defining feature of people-centered justice is its commitment to use-focused
knowledge: actionable insights designed to inform policy and improve practice. In assembling this collection, our aim is
therefore twofold: to offer scholars a grounded account of the field and a forward-looking research agenda, and to equip
policymakers, practitioners, and funders with accessible, evidence-based guidance to shape meaningful action.
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