
Past efforts to measure progress with access to justice have mainly focused on the justice system perspective. While important 

for achieving efficiency and sound functioning of the justice system, these measurement approaches are rarely based on an 

understanding of the  nature of common justice problems citizens have, what institutions they engage, the “effectiveness” of 

dispute legal mechanisms, and what works for whom. There is a growing recognition of the need to better understand and 

measure access to justice, especially from the user’s perspective. Such understanding is critical  for effective public policy for the 

realisation of equal access to justice for all, both in areas of justice and other sectoral policies (such as employment, education, 

social policies, and health).

Sound and comprehensive evidence is essential to underpin the development of good policy and cost-effective service delivery. 

In some areas of human services, such as health, the tradition of evidence-based policy and decision-making is well-established. 

The legal sector has not historically been as well grounded in coordinated, robust, evidence-based research and analysis in 

comparison to some other areas. This lack of data can be attributed in part to the fact that the information tends to be scattered 

across government departments and agencies as well as private service providers. 

Over time, three main people-centred approaches to identifying and measuring the legal needs have evolved:

• Service provider administrative data

• Legal needs surveys

• Target studies
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This session will discuss issues related to the measurement of progress in people-focused access to 

justice, including understanding justice priorities, measuring people’s legal needs, and understanding 

their experiences with accessing justice and legal services. The panel will explore the potential of big data 

and data analytics, as well as the how measurement and policy frameworks can drive  improvements 

in effective access to justice. The session will also discuss principles for emerging global indicators for 

people-focused access to justice. The Open Society Justice Initiative-OECD Guidance on Legal Needs 

Surveys will also provide the basis for discussions.
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Often a combination of approaches is necessary to gain a full understanding of legal needs and how, when and where to meet 

them, within a given country context. These three separate but interrelated methodological streams place a particular emphasis 

on the needs of disadvantaged people.

Legal needs surveys investigate the experience of justiciable problems from the perspective of those who face them, rather 

than the professions and institutions that may have a role in their resolution. Thus, legal needs surveys can identify and explore 

the full range of responses to problems and, within this, the full range of sources of help and institutions that are turned to in 

deciding whether and how to pursue problem resolution. Problems may be personal, organisational or shared (within households, 

communities, etc.); and while most legal needs surveys have focused on personal experience, some have focused on the experience 

of businesses or defined social units (such as households).

To address the existing gaps and to support global efforts in identifying people-focused measures in access to justice, the OECD, 

the Open Society Justice Initiative, and an advisory stream  of national statistical offices, civil society, and governments have 

partnered to develop guidance to undertake legal needs surveys.  The OSF-OECD Guidance on Legal Needs Surveys seeks to assist 

planners, statisticians, policymakers and advocates to develop, administer and use legal needs surveys in more effective ways. 

Legal needs surveys have been designed differently in different jurisdictions but there are common methodological elements 

which are ready for articulation and refinement. At their core, legal needs surveys address shared research questions concerning 

peoples’ experience of justiciable problems, the support they obtain, the processes that are involved in resolving problems, and 

problem outcomes. This guidance document builds upon the lessons and experience of the past 25 years of legal needs surveys 

to suggest effective strategies for measuring access to justice at a local, national and global level. It discusses common pitfalls, key 

lessons, and effective practice in the implementation of legal needs surveys. The guidance document sets out a methodological 

frame for the conceptualisation, implementation and analysis of legal needs surveys. The guidance will be officially launched in 

November 2018.

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

• What statistics and data are most relevant for understanding people-centred access to justice? How can countries and civil 

society use data and evidence to contribute to policy design and improve existing legal and justice services?

• Why are countries investing in legal needs surveys?  What are countries’ approaches to measuring legal needs?  How can we 

use the OECD-OSJI legal needs toolkit to expand the use of legal needs surveys?  How do legal needs surveys provide a strong 

evidence base for recognising and specifically addressing people’s legal and justice needs? 

• What is the potential and challenge of big data in this perspective? 

• What are global measures of people’s access to justice? What do emerging national measurement frameworks for people-

focused access to justice tell us about developing meaningful global measures? How can international organisations like the 

OECD effectively support countries towards more effective generation of access to justice data?
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