
Legal empowerment is about strengthening the capacity of all people to exercise their rights, either as individuals or as members 

of a community, and it is being developed in different ways. The approach seeks to bring together a range of strategies—including 

access to justice, legal aid, human rights and inclusive growth—to advance concrete progress. Legal empowerment needs to 

be considered from a capabilities perspective to ensure that people facing legal problems are able to take action and also to 

recognise and take advantage of opportunities. It can be also perceived as a broader means to address various social challenges 

and thus contribute to inclusive growth, substantive equality, poverty-reduction, social justice, and inclusion.

The Sustainable Development Goals make a link between access to justice, legal empowerment and inclusive, sustainable 

development.  The SDGs identify access to justice target 16.3 as an enabler of other targets across the SDGs, as well as within 

SDG 16, on effective, accountable and transparent institutions (16.6), inclusive and participatory decision-making (16.7); access to 

information (16.10); and others. Numerous countries have started to include planning for access to justice into their development 

and strategic plans.
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This session will explore current initiatives and impacts in strengthening legal education and literacy 

as a prevention and empowerment measure, particularly for women, young people, marginalised 

communities, migrants and indigenous populations. Limited legal capability, literacy and empowerment 

can be a major impediment to equal access to opportunities and services, as well as the ability of people 

to exercise their rights effectively. This session will aim to highlight country initiatives to promote legal 

and civic empowerment in order to foster access to justice and active citizenship, as well as strengthen 

accountable, transparent and inclusive institutions as part of the national implementation of SDG 16. 

The session will also explore how judicial training can help to strengthen access to justice. This session 

is organised jointly with the Open Society Justice Initiative.

Moderator: Peter Chapman, Senior Policy Officer, Open Society Justice Initiative

Speakers:

• Simon Trost, Legal Officer, Mediation, Conciliation and International Conflicts in Parent and Child 

Cases, Federal Ministry of Justice and Consumer Protection, Germany 

• Aniko Parjiani, Head, Analytical and International Relations Unit, High School of Justice Director, 

Georgia in collaboration with Anna Skrjabina, Project Leader, Court Administration, Latvia

• Makhsat Bereketov, Director of the Department of International Law and Cooperation, Kazakhstan

• Beatrice Duncan, Advisor, Rule of Law (Justice and Constitutions); Focal Point on Indigenous 

Issues, Leadership & Governance Section, UN Women 



Legal empowerment compels two-fold capacity development. Firstly, it encompasses the capacity of individuals to articulate 

their legal needs and exercise their rights effectively; and secondly, it requires improved state-capacity to provide easily accessible 

and responsive legal and justice services. The concepts of legal empowerment and access to justice are thus closely linked to 

the constituent concept of legal need. An effective understanding of people’s legal needs and experiences is key for designing 

and delivering appropriate and tailored services. Legal needs research demonstrates that the inability to obtain legal and justice 

services is disproportionately distributed across the society. Particularly vulnerable populations (e.g. women, youth, people 

with disabilites, low-income earners, indigenous people, immigrants and refugees) are typically those that are most exposed to 

legal problems. Legal problems cataylse additional legal problems.  Disadvantaged groups tend to face particular difficulties in 

recognising and resolving legal problems. Their limited legal capabilities and awareness, as well as lack of individual economic 

resources, reinforce barriers in accessing justice.

International evidence shows that access to justice and legal empowerment are fundamental for promoting transparent and 

accountable institutions, fostering sustainable development and promoting inclusive growth. Indeed, legal empowerment is 

also fundamental to raise  awareness of rights and responsibilities and give people the tools to more effectively participate in 

open government and consultation initiatives. It is also a mechanism to shed light on corrupt practices and push for legal and 

regulatory protection. Importantly, people’s legal empowerment and capability can have a strong impact on the effectiveness 

of anti-corruption, open government and social accountability policies and efforts by enabling more effective monitoring of 

accountability and integrity of public agencies and officials.  

There are a diverse range of approaches, processes and mechanisms to achieve legal empowerment. The key approach concerns 

legal information. Most OECD and partner countries provide a wide range of legal information services in a large range of formats 

to ensure they are appropriate and effective for different types of clients. Other legal empowerment measures involve legal 

awareness initiatives, use of information and communication technologies, self-help and guided help, legal health checklists, 

simplifying justice services to make them more ‘user friendly’, culturally appropriate services, and post-resolution support, among 

others. Multiple strategies are often combined with complementary interventions or with the provision of other basic services to 

increase efficiency and maximise the societal impact.

For more information please visit: oe.cd/accesstojustice
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Questions for discussion:

• What are the key elements of legal capability and empowerment? Why are they important? What are country examples of 

strengthening citizens’ legal capabilities? What are country initiatives to advance legal capabilities of vulnerable groups?

• How can the provision of legal and justice services build empowerment? What are good practices to promote empowerment 

for marginalised groups? How can legal empowerment build a justice system that works for all? 

• Are there broader benefits of legal empowerment? Why should governments invest in legal empowerment?
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