
 

95 

Where the Field of Legal Needs Research 
Is Now and Where it Needs to Go 
Martin Gramatikov 

 

Abstract 

This paper reviews the field of legal needs research, focusing on what we know—and still need to know—about the role and 
importance of legal needs data in achieving people-centered justice. Based on existing research, we know that legal needs 
surveys have proliferated dramatically since the 1990s, expanding to over 110 countries covering more than 90% of the 
world’s population. We also know that the field has evolved from a narrow focus on legal aid eligibility toward understanding 
people’s whole justice journeys, and that legal needs data have begun to inform justice policy. International frameworks, 
including the OECD Principles for People-Centered Justice and the Hague Declaration, now urge states to regularly study 
the legal needs of their populations. However, important questions remain around how to effectively integrate legal needs 
data into political decision-making and justice system management, as only a handful of countries—including Canada, the 
UK, the Netherlands, and Colombia—currently systematically embed such data into governance processes. Significant 
gaps also persist in conceptual standardization across surveys (including definitions of legal problems, justice journey 
stages, and outcome parameters), the absence of confirmatory and experimental research designs that move beyond 
descriptive surveys to address causal “why” questions, and limited attention to specific populations such as refugees, 
indigenous peoples, children, and people with disabilities.  

Drawing on global survey data, policy case studies, and methodological analyses, this paper argues that advancing the 
field requires international collaboration, standardized practices, stronger integration of legal needs data into policy 
processes, capacity building in the Global South, and sustainable funding models that transition from donor dependency 
toward institutionalized public support. 
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Where the Field of Legal Needs Research 
Is Now and Where it Needs to Go 
Martin Gramatikov* 

 
Since the seminal work of Professor Hazel Genn in the United Kingdom1 and the 1994 American Bar Association 

study in the United States2, the number of legal needs has increased in terms of both quantity and depth. In the last decade 
of the 20th century and the first years of the 21st century, studies of legal needs in daily life were primarily limited to Western 
countries, with a notable prevalence in Anglo-Saxon countries. This trend has undergone rapid changes since 2006-2010, 
when the Justice Initiative of the Open Society Foundations (OSF) funded and executed a series of studies in Southern 
Europe and Central Asia.3 Other donors followed by funding studies in countries with access to justice and rule of law 
programs, and legal needs studies proliferated in most parts of the world. While the “traditional” jurisdictions, such as 
England and Wales, Scotland, Canada, the Netherlands, Australia, and New Zealand, continued their efforts, the geography 
of legal needs studies expanded from West to East and from North to South. 

 In the period from 2012 to 2020, the field of legal needs research grew further, fueled by the efforts of “specialist” 
organizations such as The Hague Institute for Innovation of Law (HiiL) and the World Justice Project (WJP). These 
organizations conduct standardized legal needs surveys and cover an increasing number of countries and regions. HiiL has 
implemented its Justice Needs and Satisfaction tool in more than 15 countries worldwide.4 In several waves, the WJP 
gathered survey data about people’s legal needs from more than 110 countries.5  

 Before we proceed further, it is important to define how the term “legal need” is understood in this paper. Legal 
need is an individual-level experience and perception that a problem exists, and the resolution of this problem requires 
legal knowledge or action. Genn coined the term “justiciable event” as “a matter experienced by a respondent which raised 
legal issues, whether or not it was recognised by them as being ‘legal’ and whether or not any action taken by the respondent 
to deal with the event involved the use of any part of the civil justice system.”6  

Three elements of this definition are critical. First, the matter or the problem does not necessarily need to be 
recognized as legal. For instance, a person dismissed from work might frame the problem as a business, social or a matter 
of luck. Experts, however, would recognize the legal aspects of the matter, which is sufficient to qualify it as justiciable or 
legal. Second, it is not necessary that the problem has been taken to an institution or a resolution pathway which people 
define as “legal.” A problem is justiciable even if the problem owner did nothing or did something which is completely 
unrelated to the justice and legal system. Third, the problem should have a “connection” to the legal and justice systems. 
There should be one or more legal options for resolving the matter.  

Additional elements that define a matter as a legal problem are that it is experienced individually, that its value is 
not negligible, and that the resolution is not very simple. In practice, researchers randomly select adult individuals and ask 
them about their recent experiences with legal problems. The reference period ranges from 1 to 4 years. HiiL, for instance, 
asks whether respondents have “experienced serious disputes, disagreements and grievances that have resolution through 
a legal process . . . in the past 4 years,” regardless of whether the respondent “did something[,] what [they] did about the 
situation[,] or who was [on] the other side[.]”7 

Some legal problems can be “diagnosed” with a high level of precision, but others are intrinsically difficult to 
categorize. In most jurisdictions around the world, problems like divorce, child custody, maintenance, homicide or 
terrorism are regulated by law, fall under the exclusive jurisdiction of legal institutions, and cannot be resolved by some 
alternative process. Clearly, these are legal problems. But there are many other issues that are less clear. To borrow Genn’s 
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phrase, “If your roof leaks, you need a lawyer or a ladder.” Instances of debt, social security issues, consumer problems, 
and employment disputes, among many others, can be resolved through legal or non-legal means.  

According to WJP’s Atlas of Legal Needs Surveys, legal needs studies have been conducted in 110 countries on 
all continents except Antarctica.8 This means that there is some knowledge about 51% of the United Nations member 
states and more than 90% of the world population.9 

In addition to the growing number of studies in various countries and regions, we observe a notable shift in 
objectives, research questions, and research designs. Legal needs studies originated philosophically and methodologically 
from the concept and practice of legal aid, which is the right and duty to ensure equal footing in legal disputes by providing 
access to qualified legal advice, assistance, and representation. The original design and objective of researching the 
occurrence of justiciable events in daily life was primarily to estimate the met and unmet needs by using access to legal 
services as the numerator and the entirety of needs as the denominator. Central to the objective to “meet” or satisfy a need 
is whether the individual encountering a legal need manages to receive qualified legal aid from private, mixed, or state-
funded legal professionals. 

This objective worked well in jurisdictions with developed legal aid systems, where the key questions were: how 
many people are eligible for legal aid; how many problems occur and how this relates to the eligibility criteria; how people 
access legal services; and how access to legal services relates to people’s experiences and outcomes. 

With the geographic expansion of legal needs research, more and more studies are conducted in countries where 
the legal aid system is considerably limited compared to the UK, Canada, the Netherlands and other “first wave” countries. 
The focus of legal needs studies started to shift markedly from understanding legal aid to understanding justice journeys. 
A justice journey is conceptualised as the “entirety of steps that people take to resolve a problem.”10 This view is in stark 
contrast to the model in which access to justice consists of well-separated and isolated steps such as “obtaining 
information”, “procuring advice”, or “accessing courts.” In many of the “second wave” studies, the key objective is to 
understand the epidemiology of legal problems, their impact, and to map the justice journeys that people travel to solve 
their problems. The pursuit of fair solutions became more central than the question of obtaining publicly or privately paid 
legal services. In these surveys, the central questions are: what are people’s problems; what is the impact of these 
problems; what do people do and where do people go to solve their legal problems; how do people experience the fairness 
of the processes, and, ultimately, what proportion of legal problems are resolved, and how many remain in the so-called 
“justice gap”? 

Besides methodological adaptations, the “second wave” benefited from three international movements. First, 
several major bilateral donors in the field of access to justice have adopted the idea of working bottom-up based on 
evidence. Legal needs studies were a good match for these objectives, and funding has increased accordingly. 

Second, the shift from “traditional” institution-focused rule of law interventions towards a people-centered 
philosophy aligns with the findings of legal needs studies. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and the Open Society Foundations’ Open Society Justice Initiative, for example, compiled and disseminated a 
practical guideline on how to design, execute and use a people-centered legal needs survey.11 Even more important is the 
political support from the growing international coalition advocating (and funding) for people-centered justice. The Justice 
for All report,12 the Hague Declaration,13 the Justice Action Coalition,14 and the OECD Principles for People-Centered 
Justice15 inform and urge states to put users at the center of their justice systems by regularly and rigorously studying the 
legal needs of individuals. 

Third, a catalyst for the proliferation of legal needs studies is the increasing interest in special populations and 
groups. Several studies have examined the legal needs of small and medium-sized enterprises. In the past 12-15 years, we 
have witnessed several studies of the legal needs of migrants, refugees, internally displaced persons, and stateless 
persons. 

The proliferation of legal needs studies, with not identical but similar conceptual and methodological premises, 
produced comparative insights that were not a priority for the internally oriented “first wave” of studies. Global and regional 
trends and dynamics of needs, responses to those needs, and results began to emerge. These insights are still primarily 
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used by researchers and have growing, but still limited, practical and political implications. However, the repeated trends 
lend arguments for the validity and reliability of the approach. 

Gaps in research, data and evidence 

This section outlines gaps in five interrelated areas of legal needs research: integration in policy discourse and 
agendas; conceptual standardizations; a methodological shift towards confirmatory designs; the focus on needs of 
specific populations; and sustainable business models for legal needs studies. 

Integrating legal needs research into political discourses and agendas 
Legal needs studies are growing in numbers. Only a few countries, however, use rigorous data about legal needs 

as part of a systemic, deeply embedded and repeated process of political prioritization, decision-making, and evaluation. 
Canada, the UK, the Netherlands, Colombia, and perhaps South Africa are several such examples. In other jurisdictions, 
we see considerable interest and “light use” of legal needs data. Kenya, Ethiopia, North Macedonia, the Dominican 
Republic and Uganda are good examples of how legal needs conducted by non-institutional actors are incorporated into 
strategic documents, public discussions about improving access to justice, or in efforts to integrate formal and informal 
justice systems. 

Since the last decade of the 20th century, policymakers and civil servants have mostly used legal needs studies 
to estimate the demand for legal aid. Two recent and interesting examples extend the horizon of how legal needs add value 
to policy processes. 

Chief Justice Martha Koome was formally appointed to lead the Judiciary of Kenya on May 19, 2021. Following the 
example of her two predecessors, Chief Justice Koome formulated the vision for her term of office in a strategic document 
entitled “Social Transformation Through Access to Justice.”16 The vision emphasizes the need to deliver justice in many 
settings—not just courtrooms. This strategic document builds on a 2017 legal needs study in Kenya, which found that very 
few legal problems ever reach courts or other formal legal institutions.17 The strategies outlined include mainstreaming 
informal justice, implementing multi-door approaches,18 and establishing mediation registries.19 

Another example is from the western part of Africa. On September 4, 2025, Burkina Faso’s Council of Ministers 
adopted a bill on the organization and operation of traditional dispute resolution mechanisms, called the “Faso Bu Kaooré 
Law” in the national Mooré language.20 In support of the legislation, the Ministry of Justice cited evidence from a 2023 legal 
needs study, which highlights the importance and prevalence of traditional and customary justice practices in Burkina 
Faso.21 

However, in many countries, publications and dialogues about the findings and implications of legal needs 
studies do not translate into a political commitment to evidence-based planning, design, and implementation in the justice 
sector. OECD’s role in pushing legal needs data from the knowledge to the political domain is crucial. Data about the legal 
needs of individuals and businesses is a key pillar in the OECD Recommendations on people-centered justice.22 An annual 
roundtable on Access to Justice urges OECD member states, as well as candidate and Justice Action Coalition-member 
states, to integrate legal needs studies into the management of their justice systems.23 

The field needs convincing examples of the value of legal needs studies in steering and managing national justice 
systems. In Kenya, Chief Justice Martha Koome’s vision integrates strategy and implementation plans with output and 
outcome indicators, which can be derived from legal needs research. HiiL, WJP and OECD have developed a system of 
national-level indicators for benchmarking the processes and outcomes. In Indonesia, Colombia and Ethiopia, data from 
legal needs surveys have been used in sectoral planning documents. These are good examples, but more knowledge and 
practical experience are needed to effectively integrate legal needs data into management and decision-making. 

Making the leap from gathering data on legal needs to analytical findings, akin to healthcare research connecting 
laboratory studies to medical conclusions, is crucial. Currently, there is a scarcity of robust research and development 
focused on understanding which interventions are effective within the justice sector. The connections between needs, 
interventions, and outcomes in justice policies and practice are rarely rigorously designed, engineered, or evaluated. While 
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legal needs data provides a strong foundation for a knowledge chain, that chain often stalls at the first step. In healthcare, 
epidemiological studies are followed by laboratory studies, which then lead to clinical research, implementation, 
dissemination of findings, and effectiveness studies. The justice field cannot replicate all these stages exactly, but the 
global community of legal needs researchers and practitioners must develop viable pathways forward. 

We have yet to see excellent examples of integrating knowledge and insights from legal needs research into core 
political and managerial processes. 

Conceptual standardization 
While the structure and key methodological premises of many legal needs surveys are highly consistent, there are 

areas in which collaboration and standardization are needed to improve the comparability of the studies. Below are some 
of the areas in which further standardization of key concepts and taxonomies will help develop the field. 

• Definitions and taxonomy of legal problems/justiciable events; 
• Stages of justice journeys: information, assistance, advice, negotiation, formal and informal dispute 

resolution; 
• Sources of help and providers of legal and justice services; 
• Interventions of the sources of help and providers of legal and justice services; and  
• Key parameters of the processes and outcomes of justice pathways. 
 

Move beyond descriptive survey research 
The typical legal needs survey employs a descriptive design. Descriptive design is both the most significant 

strength and the greatest challenge for the real-world application of legal needs studies. Policy action and legal practice 
require a solid understanding of the numerous interrelations between the occurrence of legal problems, the individuals 
who encounter them, their actions and interventions, and the outcomes and impacts of fair resolutions. Exploratory and 
experimental studies can advance the field by addressing the “Why” questions at each stage of a justice journey.  

Here are a few dimensions where legal needs studies will benefit from confirmatory qualitative and quantitative research 
designs: 

• Better understand justice users. Legal needs surveys “know” the key socio-demographic characteristics of 
the respondents, including the “users of justice”—respondents who reported experience with legal need 
during the study’s reference period. To draw inferences about “what works” and “what does not work” in the 
field of justice, we need to know much more about the user: her personality type, history, relationships, 
temperament, mood, capabilities, legal status, legal knowledge, etc. This enhanced understanding of the 
user requires a different research design. 

• Legal needs studies provide a comprehensive overview of problems and typically gather detailed data on a 
justice user’s specific issue. However, even this focus does not give a great deal of information about the 
specific legal problem or problems described. Returning to the healthcare analogy, legal needs studies reveal 
that the patient presents with specific symptoms but lacks knowledge about the disease’s history, vital 
indicators, genetics, the environment, and other relevant factors. A precise diagnosis of the problem is key 
to understanding the impact and outcome of the interventions. 

• Due to time and resource constraints, most legal needs studies have a role-based view on interventions for 
resolving legal problems. Usually, we ask, “Did you seek advice from a friend?” Or, “Did you file a lawsuit in a 
court of law?” From social and professional roles, we infer the intervention based on assumptions and 
expectations. For instance, we assume that a friend provides unqualified information and advice; a lawyer 
provides qualified information; a mediator is a neutral promoter of agreements; and the courts adjudicate 
with authoritative decisions. In reality, there is considerable variation in the interventions offered by these 
sources of help. Legal needs studies, or the second generation of legal needs studies, must focus much more 
on the interventions rather than the intervenors. 
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• Following a better understanding of the interventions, the field needs to move towards a more nuanced and 
comprehensive understanding of the outcomes of justice pathways. Research must move beyond the 
simplified categories of resolved, pending, and dismissed to understand in better detail the outcomes of 
justice—what actually happened because the problem has or has not been resolved? 
 

Consider the needs of specific populations 
Surveys conducted with probability samples of populations provide critical insights into access to justice. There 

is a growing need to understand the legal needs of specific populations such as: 

• Micro, small and medium enterprises; 
• Refugees, internally displaced persons, stateless people, regular and irregular migrants; 
• Indigenous peoples; 
• Incarcerated individuals; 
• Children, youth and elderly people; 
• Minorities (racial, ethnic, gender, sexual, religious, linguistic minorities); and 
• People with disabilities. 

 

Business models of legal needs data 
The field also needs to critically examine the sustainable business models of legal needs studies. Donors’ support 

is vital, but it is also volatile. Legal needs studies yield knowledge which is a public good, but its value is not always seen 
and appreciated. Several models could be explored to promote regular funding based on three premises: legal needs data 
is a public good; the principle of cui bono; and development-driven funding. 

First, based on the understanding that legal needs data is a public good and following the practices of high-income 
countries with experience in gathering data on legal needs, public funding options can be explored. Legal needs research 
can be regularly organized with public funding by integrating it as an independent survey or as a module of a larger omnibus 
survey. This could be funded through the budgets of institutions such as ministries of justice, supreme courts, supreme 
judicial councils, legal aid, or similar justice institutions, provided there is strong political leadership and a clear 
understanding of the value of legal needs data. 

Second, the business model of legal needs surveys could be grounded in the answers to the cui bono question: 
who benefits? On the one hand, this approach could engage more public partners that stand to benefit from a robust and 
regular understanding of legal needs, justice journeys, resolutions, and outcomes. A non-exhaustive list could include 
national or local institutions from various fields, such as justice, social security, home affairs, public health, and economic 
development. Private sector, civil society and academic partners can be added to such arrangements through public-
private partnership arrangements. The United Kingdom’s Behavioural Insights Team (BIT)24 is one example that can be 
explored: started as a governmental unit, BIT transitioned into a joint venture between the government, civil society 
organizations, and employees, and is now a self-sustaining social purpose consultancy. 

Lastly, public and private development donors often fund legal needs studies. In lower- and middle-income 
countries, most research has relied on donor funding, yet this approach creates significant volatility and proves 
unsustainable over time. While donors play a crucial initial role in establishing legal needs research, they should prioritize 
integrating these studies into existing national monitoring and research frameworks rather than producing one-off reports. 
To address the inherent instability of donor-dependent funding, both national and international donors must work 
collaboratively to develop transition strategies that support the institutionalization of legal needs research and facilitate its 
gradual shift toward sustainable domestic funding sources. This approach enables donors to serve as catalysts for change 
while building the implementation and absorption capacity, as well as the political commitment necessary for countries to 
repeat legal needs studies independently over the long term.  
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Concluding Recommendations 

This concluding section offers seven recommendations to advance the field of legal needs research.  

1) Attract more international and regional organizations to join the small club of supporters, implementers, 
users and stakeholders of legal needs studies. Organizations such as United Nations Development 
Programme, International Development Law Organization, the African Union, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations, the European Union, the Council of Europe and others can add considerable value.  

2) Develop standard practices for legal needs studies. Recommendations such as the OECD/OSF’s guidelines 
for conducting legal needs studies are helpful. The approach can be replicated further.  

3) Integrate legal needs studies into policy and management practices. Legal needs studies must be integrated 
into national initiatives, and national stakeholders must take full ownership and control of these initiatives.  

4) Develop data on the implementation of legal needs studies. Create a repository of instances where legal needs 
data has influenced policy, decision-making, and service delivery. 

5) Build capacity. The capacity to gather, analyze and use legal needs data is still unequally distributed. The access 
to justice field will gain strength with the increase of capacity and resources for legal needs research in the Global 
South. 

6) Engage practitioners and policymakers. The design and implementation of legal needs studies must pursue 
knowledge and practical access to justice improvements. Researchers should write and publish legal needs 
studies in a way that has the most impact on policy and practice, demonstrating the practical value of legal needs 
research. 

7) Innovate legal needs research with value in mind. Connect with data and insights from other disciplines. 
Explore the developments in fields such as machine learning, neural networks, the Natural Language Toolkit, and 
large language models for their critical contributions to the field of legal needs research. 

 
* * * 
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