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Abstract

This paper reviews the intersection of people-centered justice and international development, focusing on what we know—
and still need to know—about why people-centered justice matters for achieving sustainable development outcomes.
Based on existing research, we know that unmet civil justice needs generate significant socioeconomic burdens, with costs
ranging from 0.5% to 3% of GDP in most countries, while accessible community-based justice services yield substantial
returns on investment—in some cases as high as 50:1. We also know that participation, framed as a legal right rather than
a social good, strengthens governance, improves service delivery, and enhances development outcomes when grounded
in enforceable administrative law frameworks. However, important questions remain around the long-term impacts of
justice interventions, comparative effectiveness of different people-centered justice strategies, and how justice interacts
positively with other social determinants such as health, education, and economic mobility. Significant gaps also exist
regarding the role of people-centered justice in sustaining democratic stability amid global rule-of-law decline.

Drawing on cost-benefit analyses, legal needs surveys, and case studies from countries including Canada, South Africa,
Uganda, and Sierra Leone, this paper argues that people-centered justice approaches—those that center the legal needs
of real people, enable effective participation, and facilitate meaningful engagement in justice processes—are foundational
to development efforts. The paper concludes with three recommendations: adopting evidence-based approaches focused
on priority justice needs and development outcomes; articulating clear pathways for confronting current rule-of-law
challenges; and designing participatory, practitioner-led research processes to generate actionable insights in an era of
shrinking development resources.

Suggested citation: Anne-Lise Bloch & Adrian Di Giovanni, Why People-Centered Justice Matters for Development 1 (Global
Perspectives on People-Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, Matthew Burnett & Rebecca L. Sandefur eds., 2026),
abfn.org/people-centered-justice-development.
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Introduction

Justice is not an afterthought in development; it is foundational. Development efforts, whether they be focused
on infrastructure, education, healthcare, or climate resilience, depend on governance structures that provide the
framework through which development is planned, implemented, and sustained. Even when implemented in partnership
with the private sector, these governance structures require legal and regulatory frameworks to guide decision-making and
service provision, and connected procedural and accountability guarantees. Well-functioning public laws and institutions
underlie both the delivery of many development goals, and the enjoyment of basic human rights; indeed, the global
sustainable development policy agenda acknowledges the importance of justice in development through Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 16, which is both a goalin and of itself, and is foundational to the achievement of all SDGs.

The SDG 16+ framework further reinforces this point, recognizing that peace, justice and inclusion are cross-
cutting enablers of the entire 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. But, while justice underscores almost all of the
SDGs, from eradicating poverty and hunger, to promoting clean energy, climate action, decent work and economic growth,
SDG 16 specifically frames justice and strong institutions as a development outcome. SDG 16.3 highlights the need to
promote the rule of law and ensure equal access to justice for all, with indicator 16.3.3 tracking whether individuals who
face civil and administrative disputes are able to seek and obtain resolution through formal or informal mechanisms. The
overarching framing for SDG 16 highlights the role of civil justice in development, showcasing how everyday legal
challenges—from land disputes, family matters, to access to public services—directly impact people’s well-being and
economic stability.

Despite this interconnection, justice is often overlooked in development discourse. It is treated as a peripheral
concern rather than a central pillar of effective policy and programming. Aid to justice comprises only a tiny—and
shrinking—fraction of overall overseas development assistance: in 2023, aid to justice comprised only 1.1% of all aid,
compared to 3.1% in 2012." Yet, the presence—or absence—of accessible justice systems influences outcomes across
sectors, from economic growth and investments in health to climate resilience and social stability. Weak justice systems
can exacerbate inequality, hinder service delivery, and undermine trust in institutions. Conversely, strong justice
mechanisms foster inclusion, protect rights, and enhance the effectiveness of development interventions.

People-centered justice approaches—those that center the legal needs of real people, enable effective
participation, and facilitate engagement in the justice process—are therefore central to development efforts. Given the
breadth of thisintersection, this paper focuses on two key buckets of evidence through which to examine the role of people-
centered justice in development. First, it analyzes the socioeconomic impacts of unmet justice needs, as well as some of
the evidence suggesting the ameliorative effect of people-centered justice approaches to social and economic
development. Second, it highlights how a legal right to participation, upheld under people-centered justice strategies, is
central to delivering on core development outcomes. Here, the focus is specifically on civil and administrative justice,
relying on the framing of SDG 16.3, for reasons of scope. Evidence gaps in the research in support of this paper’s conclusion
are also considered; this notably includes a lack of evidence on the long-term impacts of justice interventions, as well as
the role of justice systems—and of people-centered justice approaches—in sustaining democratic stability. The paper
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concludes which some general recommendations for further research to address evidence gaps, in light of the current
context marked by a rapid decline in the rule of law across countries and significant cuts in development funding.

1. Existing Research & Evidence

A growing body of research highlights the impact of justice systems on development. This paper will focus on two
buckets of evidence: first, on the adverse economic impacts of civil justice problems, and the ameliorative impacts of
people-centered justice services, which highlight how people-centered justice strategies contribute overall to better
development outcomes; and second, on the role of participatory justice—participation as a legal right, and also a
quintessential procedural and administrative law guarantee—in strengthening governance, improving service delivery, and
enhancing development outcomes. Put together, these buckets of evidence support the conclusion that people-centered
justice approaches, which prioritize accessibility and responsiveness, are crucial to development efforts.

1.1 Socio-economic impacts of civil justice problems

Civiljustice problems create significant social and economic burdens, while accessible people-centered justice
services can help mitigate these effects. Studies have shown that unresolved legal problems lead to economic
consequences at the macro and micro level. On an individual level, unresolved legal issues can lead to financial hardship,
reduced productivity, and increased reliance on social welfare systems. In Canada, for instance, the Canadian Forum for
Civil Justice estimates that legal barriers contribute to an annual economic impact of approximately CAD$800 million.?
These costs to the State arise from social assistance, employmentinsurance, health care, and housing costs emerging out
of a direct result of unmet legal problems.®

Beyond individual financial strain, civil justice problems have broader macroeconomic implications. The
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in partnership with the World Justice Project, published
findings quantifying gross domestic product (GDP) losses resulting from unmet legal needs, demonstrating that countries
with which rank higher on providing access to justice tend to experience higher economic growth rates.* Focusing only on
the direct cost related to legal problems (e.g., lawyers, court fees, and transport) and the cost of adverse consequences of
unmet justice needs on people’s health, income, and employment, the report placed the annual costs of legal problems
between 0.5% and 3% of GDP in most countries. Legal frameworks that facilitate contract enforcement, property rights
protection, and business regulation contribute to a more stable and predictable economic environment, fostering growth
and investment.

The economic consequences of civil justice problems are often also compounded by theirinterconnectedness to
other socioeconomic challenges. Legal problems are rarely isolated, in that they tend to trigger or be triggered by other
hardships. When individuals face legal barriers, for instance related to housing, health, or family law, these issues often
compound, creating cycles of poverty and socio-economic vulnerability. By corollary, addressing legal needs would be
expected to break these cycles, improving economic security and social stability. Evidence is, however, thin on which
combinations of legal and social interventions are most effective, and at what point in a person’s justice journey such a
combination of interventions should be deployed to most effectively flip the negative cycles.

Conversely, there is growing evidence to suggest that people-centered justice services have an ameliorative
economic impact. Studies on return on investment in justice services suggest that every dollar spent on legal support
generates significant economic and social benefits. For instance, a South African survey of the cost-benefit analysis of
community paralegal services indicated that free community-based legal services yielded both tangible individual benefits
and intangible benefits to recipients which outweighed the cost of providing the service.® A similar analysis undertaken in
Ugandayielded the same results,® while a recent study by the Overseas Development Institute suggests that Sierra Leone’s
paralegal program and related front-line justice service delivery model enacted through the country’s Legal Aid Board
yielded a 50:1 return on investment with respect to child maintenance.” In general, cost-benefit analyses of the provision
of community justice services indicate that their benefits of community justice and those of related services significantly
outweigh their costs. Community justice services are an effective and cost-effective—though oft overlooked—investment
for achieving development outcomes and addressing the justice gap.®



1.2 Participation as empowerment

The second bucket of evidence which underscores the relevance of people-centered justice approaches relates
to participation as a legal guarantee. Participation is often framed as a social good in development, but it is also a legal
guarantee—a procedural right with enforceable obligations. In one form or another, the delivery of development programs,
is often—even predominantly—conducted through governmentinstitutions, agencies and public policy frameworks. Those
institutional and policy frameworks in turn shape what people-centered justice means in the context of development. From
that vantage point, participation as a guarantee forms an important cornerstone of effective governance and development,
particularly for public administration and the provision of goods and services. Crucially, too, participation is central to
people-centered justice approaches, acting as the vehicle through which justice systems can put the needs of people at
their center in development processes. In this analysis, we focus on three critical arenas for increased participation: formal
justice institutions, such as courts, public governance and policymaking processes, and in the design and implementation
of development programming.

From a purely development-focused approach, participation—both as a procedural, process-driven mechanism
and as a substantive right—results in better service delivery, and thus better development outcomes. The development
sector has long recognized the value of participation in improving development outcomes, be it the result of improved
legitimacy of decisions,® better understanding of local contexts,'® better risk management,’ and local empowerment.'?
Further, participatory models are often relied on for measuring the impact of development policies or programs directly
with their intended beneficiaries.'® Comparative studies on the evidence of the impact of participatory projects undertaken
by the World Bank, for instance, support the conclusion that improving participation can lead to poverty alleviation by
strengthening the cohesion and empowerment of communities, along with public and private sector accountability and
responsiveness.'

However, the social models of participation advanced by development actors are often implemented in contexts
lacking in the necessary supportive factors to ensure meaningful participation and delivery of development outcomes—
including, notably, accountability mechanisms or administrative legal frameworks.' As a result, participation in
development projects often plays out in a manipulative or unrepresentative way.'® Additional concerns arise around the
various forms or processes to ensure participation, particularly where nominalforms of participation (limited to information
sharing, with little opportunity for local voices to shape development design) or instrumental (focused on improving
interventions’ efficacy and cost-effectiveness)'” are used to lend legitimacy to a development project, rather than uplift and
empower local actors to exercise their rights.'® Even more robust participatory processes struggle to move beyond
information provision to meaningful engagement or official consultation.'’ The result, in the extreme, is that these
processes, rather than guarantee real participation for communities, instead operate in an extractive manner, with local
voices being seen as a “free source of knowledge” with which to facilitate “someone else’s project.”?°

The value of participatory models of development, to be sure, is mixed, with positive evidence that these models—
including community-driven models—contribute to effective delivery of public goods and modest economic returns at low
costs in often challenging environments. There is less evidence, however, to suggest that these social models of
participation transform local decision-making or empower communities in an enduring way. If development actors are
serious about designing participatory processes, and in improving socioeconomic conditions for project beneficiaries, a
stronger framing of “participation”— one which views it as a legal right in and of itself, and not simply a process in
furtherance of others—is needed. This is where people-centered justice approaches come in.

People-centered justice approaches ensure that participation is not merely a formality, but a substantive right
grounded in public law frameworks. These frameworks include administrative law guarantees such as the right to be heard,
the right to information, and mechanisms for redress. Framing participation as a right requires situating the process within
a larger context of administrative and public law frameworks, which view procedural justice as both a procedural and
substantive right—and which provide accountability mechanisms to ensure the right is upheld. Without these “teeth,”
people affected by development interventions are left largely without effective recourse, in instances where a participation
process is inadequate or the decisions that flow from it are unjust—in the sense of failing to meet the applicable
administrative law or regulatory requirements. From a development perspective, interventions with poor or adequate
participation will be less effective, and/or not responsive to the needs or desires of those intended to benefit. A people-



centered justice approach to participation, by contrast, begins from the perspective of how to design procedural
guarantees that respond to the real needs of people justice users. Once reframed as a “right” in this way, participation is
not just a purely procedural or instrumental goal, in service of other rights or development goals, but rather inextricably
linked to empowerment as an end of itself.

Crucially, participation is central to people-centered justice approaches because it reflects a deeper
commitment to dignity and autonomy. People should not merely be consulted in justice delivery processes—they should
shape and determine them. The same can be said for development writ large—under this framing, then, participation
becomes not just a matter of efficacy, but of better respect and promotion of civic, social, and economic rights. The Free,
Prior, and Informed Consent framework crystallizes this richer notion of participation, embodying the principle of “nothing
about us without us,” and providing legal teeth for participation through consent requirements, procedural safeguards, and
accountability mechanisms. Legal empowerment strategies, such as paralegals services and court navigators, play a
crucialrole in operationalizing this right, and in realizing the developmental outcomes potential of participatory models. In
Sierra Leone, for instance, community land committees have provided, on the one hand, a tangible set of procedural or
participation guarantees to ensure that women can participate, often for the first time, in decisions around the use and
management of traditional, communal lands. More than just providing a seat that the table, on the other hand, the
guarantees reflect a deeper notion of development by providing a pathway for women to have a voice and greater agency
over a range of issues that affect their daily lives and are intertwined with a series of vital development questions, related
to livelihoods, food security—not to mention dignity and equality. Such participation mechanisms extend beyond project
delivery to deeper empowerment, fostering dignity, trust, and long-term resilience. Research shows that spaces of
participation that are more successful in achieving social change are the ones which allow for open (even unstructured)
dialogue among participants.?'

The added value, from a development perspective, of participation as a legal right rests beyond its instrumental
value, and instead in the framing of participation and justice as a development outcome in its own right. People-centered
justice approaches, if successful, are expected to enhance human dignity, strengthen social cohesion, and build trust in
institutions. These are not just byproducts of development, but rather core goals of sustainable development. This broader
framing positions justice not just as a means to development, but as a measure of development itself—as is reflected in
the framing of SDG 16+.

2. Existing Evidence & Research Gaps

While these buckets of evidence provide a solid foundation to underscore the significant role of people-centered
justice in development, substantial gaps remain in understanding the full extent of its impact. Many studies focus on the
negative impacts of unmet legal needs on development, but there is limited systematic data on the long-term benefits of
justice interventions. Existing data focuses on immediate benefits—such as the resolution of disputes, orimproved service
delivery—but does not track lasting long-term effects of legal support over time. And, while we have evidence to document
the negative impacts of unmet legal needs, more research is needed to establish the converse: namely, how justice
interventions positively contribute to long-term development, and how people-centered justice approaches contribute to
sustained economic stability over time.

There are some significant challenges which arise in addressing this gap. First, while cost-benefit analyses have
demonstrated the economic value of certain people-centered justice interventions—particularly community paralegal
programs—there remains a significant gap in comparative evidence on which types of justice strategies most effectively
lead to positive development outcomes. Existing studies tend to focus on individual interventions in isolation, rather than
comparing the effectiveness of different strategies. Additional gaps include a lack of intersecting studies examining how
justice interacts positively, rather than negatively, with other social determinants of development, such as health,
education, or economic mobility—as well as how to combine justice strategies with the corollary health, education,
livelihood or other social development strategies. Addressing this will require a great deal more research, across a range of
actors, on the design and impacts of a variety of justice strategies, to allow for comparative analyses to understand what
works, why, and where.



A second, significant challenge in this regard is the temporal dimension of case-study-based research, i.e., when
a legalresolution occurs versus when meaningful change is observed. Many studies focus on immediate case resolutions
but fail to track whether these resolutions lead to sustained improvements in people’s lives, or even how the legal dispute
might continue to evolve over time. This is a challenge for analyses based on case outcomes: a legal intervention which
helped an individual secure an order for child support, for instance, may not wield any meaningful change if the order is not
respected and enforcement mechanisms to uphold it are lacking. Establishing more firmly that people-centered justice
interventions lead to positive development outcomes will also require moving beyond research based on case outcomes,
and towards data which measures the long-term trajectory of justice interventions on people’s lives. On one level, thisis a
modest call to recognize that legal disputes are not static and often evolve over time, beyond a case’s formal resolution.
On a deeper level, greater evidence is needed in terms of desired systems change—which includes examining whether
justice services led to lasting improvements in economic security, social inclusion, or institutional accountability. This is
true both vis-a-vis the impacts of an individual dispute resolution process over time, and in the aggregate when multiple
disputes are successfully resolved at scale over time. In the same vein, while cost-benefit analyses have demonstrated that
community-based justice programs yield positive returns on investment, these studies often focus on immediate financial
savings, rather than broader macro-level and long-term economic impacts. Addressing this research gap would require
data and research design which follow cases over a much longer period of time, and which look beyond the resolution of a
specific justice problem.

Despite robust evidence on the impact of participation for development outcomes, research on participatory
justice remains fragmented. Research on democracy and legal accountability in this context is similarly incomplete. While
evidence suggests that democracies produce better development outcomes, the precise role of justice—and of people-
centeredjustice approaches—inthis equation requires further exploration. In the same vein, while existing studies highlight
the role of justice in strengthening democratic governance, there is limited research on how legal empowerment—or other
people-centered justice approaches—contribute to long-term democratic stability. Altogether, these gaps limit our ability
to design, fund, and scale people-centered interventions that are both effective and equitable.

4. Recommendations

On the basis of the above-identified gaps in evidence, we conclude with three recommendations to help solidify
the case for why people-centered justice matters for development. Crucially, these recommendations look somewhat
different than they would have even one year or a few years ago, due to pronounced shifts to the global context for justice
and development. In short, the rule of law has returned to the forefront of global discourse, driven by concerns over a well-
documented and widespread erosion of legal norms and democratic safeguards, at a relatively rapid pace.?? People-
centered justice, which emerged precisely as an antidote to the muted success of past rule-of-law paradigms—offering a
bottom-up approach that starts from the perspective of people’s justice problems rather than institutional formalism 2°—
risks getting drowned out or set aside by this new and understandable attention to reinforcing the rule-of-law. In this
context, the challenge is both to avoid repeating hard-learned lessons of the past, while also avoiding seeing people-
centered justice itself as a new panacea or as somehow offering a more certain pathway, despite its conceptual and
practical appeal.?* The challenge in other words is for people-centered justice approaches to demonstrate how they can
contribute to larger development outcomes, whether in addressing declining democratic governance and the rule of law,
or a broader set of justice problems that make up the justice gap. Further, this case must be made in a context of shrinking
resources. Large-scale cuts to development funding, and, in particular, to democracy, human rights, and governance
programming—the traditional funding sources for justice-related development support—have compounded what was
already a relatively low baseline for people-centered justice. The proportion of aid to justice (1.1% of all aid in 2023) is
expected to fall by a further 40% by 2026.2° These reductions are anticipated to have cascading effects on democratic
ecosystems, weakening support for accountability and rights-based governance programming, including justice
programming.?® Those challenges are interlinked, threatening both the means and the vision for delivering justice processes
that are responsive to people’s needs.

Against the backdrop of what appears to be a rapidly deteriorating context for promoting people-centered justice,
a first recommendation is to continue to heed the shift that people-centered justice language represents in practice,
notably, to adopt “empirical and evidence-based approaches to justice and recognizes the need forimproved evidence and



methodologies for data collection and analysis about the nature of justice problems and social scientific knowledge of how
to best address them.”?” To be sure, supporting new evidence and research could appear as a luxury in an era of declining
funding. To continue with business as usual in the current funding context, however, risks relegating justice support in
development largely to irrelevance or even sounding its death knell. And by “business as usual” we mean the many
examples, past and present, which did not establish at the outset how they are grounded in high priority justice needs, and
once underway how those approaches contribute to achieving development outcomes or can be scaled. At its core, this
recommendation is for any justice approach to be razor focused on which justice problems and development outcomes it
seeks to address, how and why. This applies whether an approach is geared toward larger outcomes of declining rule of law
and democratic governance, or toward a different set of day-to-day justice needs which are more directly to related to other
development outcomes, such as livelihoods, climate, and health. The additional implication is that both the justice and
evidence approaches will likely be more multi-disciplinary and multi-sectoral than traditionally seen in justice and
development approaches—potentially opening the door to a wider array of solutions but also funding sources.? In an era
of shrinking resources, prioritizing evidence-driven justice approaches—both centered around people facing the justice
challenges and clear on the development priority approaches seek to further—will allow us to move beyond fragmented,
short-term studies and towards systematic, practice-driven research, to generate better insightsinto the long-term impacts
of justice interventions, whether on economic security, social inclusion, and democratic resilience.

Our second recommendation then is to articulate a clear pathway for how people-centered justice approaches
can productively confront the current wave of rule of law challenges. Promoting the rule of law is more likely to be the locus
of attention of domestic and donor justice or development priorities (i.e., than newer notions of people-centered justice),
with governments in successive fashion placing increased emphasis on priorities related to security, foreign investment
and economic growth. Those were some of the main the policy “hooks” that undergirded the rule of law as a priority in the
more recent, previous wave (in addition to democratic renewal, which as noted above has seen drastic funding cuts in 2025
alone). Therisk, as rule of law language resurfaces, is of reverting to the types of reform strategies—top-down, institutional,
normative, deductive—that have historically delivered limited change. Simply restating that people-centered justice
matters, as a response, however, is largely to restate today’s rule of law challenges. People-centered justice approaches,
as with any renewed approaches to promoting the rule of law, will need to demonstrate how they contribute to
strengthening accountability, inclusion, and resilience in times of democratic fragility—which also represents a new,
critical set of evidence gaps. This means connecting justice interventions to broader institutional, governance and
accountability frameworks, and resisting the temptation to focus narrowly on courts or constitutional reform. This
recommendation is not itself novel and largely repeats the reflection above about how a people-centered justice approach
is more likely to result in a multidisciplinary and multisectoral set of solutions. At a moment, however, where the very
foundation for justice, viz. the rule of law, appears to be shifting or sliding somewhat perilously in many countries, taking a
people-centered approach could yet entail framing justice approaches in a more holistic manner. It will likely require
drawing inspiration from past, successful democratic transitions, in which efforts to promote justice and rule of law were
embedded in larger political and social change processes and people’s broad-based demands for democracy and rule of
law.?®

Along those lines, our third and final recommendation for addressing evidence gaps, from a people-centered
justice perspective, is to think seriously about how the evidence-building process is designed. Who leads the evidence-
building process matters, both for the types of evidence it generates and the likelihood that that evidence will ultimately
contribute to change (in this case, improving justice). Past evaluations of the research on governance we support at the
International Development Research Centre (IDRC) have found that research led by civil society organizations who are at
the front lines of advocating for change tend to be more policy-relevant and action-oriented.*® Those research efforts also
often use participatory action research methodologies, involving participation of affected communities seeking improved
governance outcomes, of one form or another.

Finally, to illustrate how our three recommendations could come together in practice, over the past few years, we
successfully trialed in a collaboration with Namati, and the Grassroots Justice Network, the Legal Empowerment Learning
Agenda—a group of 12 research projects, working across 17 countries.?' This model demonstrates that well designed
research interventions on legal empowerment, led by justice practitioners and affected communities, can generate larger
bodies of evidence on how people-centered approaches can confront today’s and longer-standing challenges of the rule



of law and democratic erosion. Many of these legal empowerment strategies originated during earlier struggles for
democracy, in countries like South Africa, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Indonesia, and the Philippines, and remain vital in today’s
context. Promising findings from cohort-based studies are emerging, organized around a few core questions, for instance,
about how to engage with the state to seek accountability, promote participation for excluded groups, and larger
movements for change and community power to counter democratic backsliding. A recent evaluation further found that
peer-to-peer learning across research project teams has been key to the success of the model. It is contributing to
improving the knowledge and practice of participants, while fostering a community of practice and shared sense of
solidarity among them.32

This example of research supported by IDRC on legal empowerment points to promising results, in terms of
deepening our understanding and evidence of what people-centered justice strategies are working to tackle justice
challenges related to declining human rights and democratic governance. But gaps remain. Rising authoritarianism,
weakening respect for the rule of law, and erosion of human rights on a global scale demand innovative, evidence-based
solutions as to what works to provide people-centered justice. If we want to hold ground on people-centered justice, we
will need to see urgency in identifying, with razor focus, which part of the people-centered justice equation we are
prioritizing, how those efforts link to larger development outcomes, disciplines or social and political struggles, and who
ultimately are the people leading this critical, if uncertain people-centered justice charge.
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