People-Centred Justice: Meaning, Principles, Importance, and Lessons from Other Countries
1. What is a people-centred justice system?
A people-centred justice system is an approach to delivering justice that places the needs, rights, experiences, and dignity of people at the centre of laws, policies, institutions, and justice services.
It means that the justice system should not focus only on courts, judges, lawyers, police, prisons, or legal procedures. Instead, it should focus on whether people can actually obtain justice when they need it.
In simple terms, a people-centred justice system asks: Are people able to understand, access, afford, and obtain fair and timely solutions to their justice problems?
These problems may include:
· Land and property disputes.
· Domestic violence and gender-based violence.
· Family disputes, including child custody and maintenance.
· Employment disputes and unfair dismissal.
· Criminal offences and the protection of victims.
· Corruption and abuse of power.
· Inheritance disputes.
· Conflicts between communities.
· Access to identity documents and other rights necessary to participate fully in society.
For example, imagine a woman whose employer has refused to pay her wages. A justice system that is not people-centred might require her to travel long distances, hire an expensive lawyer, attend numerous hearings, and wait several years for a decision.
A people-centred system would seek to provide an affordable, accessible, understandable, and timely process through which she can obtain a remedy.
The aim is not simply to have laws and courts in place. The aim is to ensure that justice works for ordinary people, especially those who are poor, vulnerable, marginalised, or otherwise excluded.
The difference between a traditional and a people-centred approach
	Traditional institutional approach
	People-centred approach

	Focuses mainly on courts and legal institutions.
	Focuses on people's justice needs and outcomes.

	Measures success by the number of cases filed or concluded.
	Also measures whether people receive fair, effective, and lasting remedies.

	Often expects people to navigate complicated legal procedures.
	Simplifies procedures and helps people navigate the system.

	Primarily relies on formal court processes.
	Uses courts, legal aid, mediation, appropriate traditional mechanisms, and other lawful dispute-resolution methods.

	Often responds after a dispute becomes serious.
	Also seeks to prevent disputes and address their underlying causes.

	May treat everyone identically regardless of their circumstances.
	Provides fair and appropriate support according to people's different needs.


A people-centred system does not eliminate formal courts or the rule of law. Rather, it makes courts and other justice institutions more responsive to the people they serve.

2. What are the key principles of a people-centred justice system?
The principles below are widely associated with people-centred justice. They are interconnected and should be applied together.
1. Accessibility
Justice services should be physically, financially, geographically, and procedurally accessible to everyone.
People should not be prevented from obtaining justice because they live far from a court, cannot afford a lawyer, have a disability, or cannot understand the language used in legal proceedings.
Practical examples include:
· Establishing justice services in underserved areas.
· Providing legal aid to people who cannot afford legal representation.
· Making court buildings accessible to persons with disabilities.
· Offering interpretation and translation services.
· Providing accessible online services alongside alternatives for people without internet access.
2. Equality and non-discrimination
Everyone should enjoy equal protection of the law regardless of their income, gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, age, social status, or other protected characteristics.
However, equality does not always mean treating everyone identically. Some people require additional support to overcome existing barriers.
For example, a child who has experienced abuse may require specialised procedures, while a person with a disability may require reasonable accommodation to participate effectively in a hearing.
The objective is to ensure that justice is fair and accessible to all, not just those with money, influence, or power.
3. Fairness and impartiality
Justice must be administered independently, objectively, and without favouritism.
Every person should have a fair opportunity to present their case, understand the allegations or claims against them, respond to evidence, and receive a reasoned decision from an impartial decision-maker.
This principle also protects the rights of accused persons while ensuring that victims receive appropriate protection and support.
4. Timeliness and efficiency
Justice delayed can deny people meaningful remedies.
A people-centred system seeks to resolve disputes within a reasonable period without compromising fairness, due process, or the quality of decisions.
Measures may include:
· Reducing unnecessary adjournments.
· Improving case management.
· Expanding appropriate alternative dispute-resolution services.
· Addressing staffing and infrastructure shortages.
· Establishing mechanisms to enforce judgments and orders.
The goal is not simply to dispose of cases quickly. It is to resolve them fairly and effectively without unnecessary delay.
5. Affordability
The cost of obtaining justice should not prevent people from enforcing their rights.
Costs can include court fees, legal representation, transport, accommodation, lost wages, and time away from family responsibilities.
Possible responses include legal aid, simplified procedures, affordable mediation, fee waivers for eligible people, and accessible legal information.
6. Participation and empowerment
People should have a meaningful voice in shaping the justice services that affect them.
This means involving citizens, communities, civil society organisations, victims, persons with disabilities, young people, and other affected groups in identifying justice problems and developing solutions.
Participation can take the form of:
· Public consultations.
· Community justice forums.
· Citizen satisfaction surveys.
· Participatory justice-sector planning.
· Community paralegal programmes.
· Feedback and complaints mechanisms.
People-centred justice recognises that people are not merely recipients of justice services; they should also help shape them.
7. Accountability and transparency
Justice institutions must explain their decisions, use public resources responsibly, comply with the law, and provide mechanisms for addressing misconduct.
Transparency and accountability help build public confidence and reduce opportunities for corruption.
Practical measures include publishing accessible information about court procedures, explaining decisions, establishing effective complaints mechanisms, and reporting on institutional performance.
Judicial independence must be protected alongside accountability.
8. Respect for human rights and human dignity
Justice institutions must respect fundamental rights and treat every person with dignity.
This includes protecting people against arbitrary detention, torture, discrimination, unlawful eviction, unfair treatment, and violations of due process.
Victims, witnesses, accused persons, prisoners, and people seeking civil remedies all retain the rights guaranteed to them by law.
9. Responsiveness to people's actual needs
Justice institutions should identify the problems people experience rather than assume that every problem requires the same legal response.
For example, a family maintenance dispute may require an effective maintenance order and enforcement. A minor neighbourhood disagreement might be resolved through voluntary mediation, provided it is appropriate and safe.
A victim of domestic violence, by contrast, may need immediate protection, legal assistance, and specialised support rather than mediation.
This principle encourages justice institutions to design services around real problems and appropriate solutions.
10. Prevention and early resolution of disputes
A strong justice system does not wait for every conflict to escalate into a court case.
It helps people understand their rights, access advice early, resolve appropriate disputes peacefully, and address conditions that repeatedly produce conflict.
For example, clear land records, accessible employment complaint mechanisms, and effective community dispute-resolution services can prevent some disputes from escalating.
Important: Alternative dispute resolution and traditional justice mechanisms must respect constitutional rights, gender equality, due process, and the law. They should not be used to force victims to reconcile with perpetrators or to bypass legal protections.

3. Why does a people-centred justice system matter?
A people-centred justice system matters because the existence of laws and courts does not automatically mean that people can obtain justice.
A country may have a constitution, trained judges, police officers, and modern court buildings, yet many people may still be unable to resolve their legal problems because of poverty, discrimination, corruption, delays, or lack of legal information.
The OECD's framework on people-centred justice emphasises understanding people's actual justice needs, designing appropriate services, empowering communities, and measuring whether those services produce fair outcomes. OECD
A. It promotes access to justice for everyone
Many people cannot afford lawyers, court fees, or the transport needed to attend court.
A people-centred approach helps remove these barriers through legal aid, community-based services, simplified procedures, and accessible information.
This is particularly important for people living in rural areas, people with disabilities, low-income households, and marginalised communities.
Why it matters: Rights become meaningful only when people have practical ways to enforce them.
B. It builds public trust in justice institutions
People are more likely to trust courts, police, prosecutors, and other justice institutions when they are treated fairly, their complaints are taken seriously, and their disputes are resolved impartially.
Conversely, experiences of corruption, discrimination, unexplained delays, or unfair treatment can undermine public confidence.
Why it matters: Public trust encourages people to resolve disputes through lawful channels rather than resorting to violence, bribery, or taking the law into their own hands.
C. It protects vulnerable and marginalised groups
Some groups face greater barriers to justice than others.
For example:
· Women experiencing domestic violence may face financial dependence or intimidation.
· Children may find formal legal proceedings confusing or frightening.
· Persons with disabilities may encounter inaccessible buildings or communication barriers.
· Refugees may struggle to obtain legal information or documentation.
· Poor defendants may lack adequate legal representation.
· Minority communities may face discrimination or difficulties navigating official institutions.
A people-centred system identifies these barriers and develops targeted solutions.
Why it matters: It helps make equality before the law a practical reality rather than merely a constitutional promise.
D. It reduces unnecessary delays and costs
Court delays can leave families without maintenance, workers without wages, victims without remedies, and landowners unable to resolve property disputes.
Early legal advice, effective case management, suitable mediation, and better coordination among justice institutions can help resolve appropriate disputes more efficiently.
Why it matters: Timely justice reduces the financial, emotional, and social costs associated with unresolved disputes.
E. It prevents conflict and strengthens social cohesion
When people have fair and credible ways to resolve disagreements, disputes are less likely to escalate into violence or prolonged community conflict.
Community mediation, lawful traditional dispute resolution, legal awareness programmes, and early intervention can help resolve suitable disputes before they become more serious.
However, serious criminal offences and cases involving coercion or unequal bargaining power require appropriate legal safeguards and, where necessary, formal intervention.
Why it matters: Accessible justice contributes to peace, community stability, and respect for the rule of law.
F. It improves accountability and reduces impunity
A people-centred system should provide effective ways to report misconduct, challenge unlawful decisions, obtain remedies, and hold public officials accountable.
This can strengthen oversight of police, public administration, and other institutions.
Why it matters: No individual or institution should be above the law.
G. It contributes to economic development
Unresolved disputes over land, employment, contracts, inheritance, and business transactions can prevent people from earning a living or investing in economic activities.
A reliable justice system helps people protect property, enforce lawful agreements, resolve disputes, and pursue economic opportunities.
Why it matters: Access to justice supports livelihoods, investment, social inclusion, and sustainable development.
H. It helps governments use public resources more effectively
When justice services are designed around actual needs, governments can direct resources towards the barriers that affect people most.
For example, a legal information service may help resolve common problems before they require expensive court proceedings.
The key is to evaluate whether such interventions genuinely improve outcomes, rather than assuming that every new programme will be effective. oecd.org

4. How have other countries implemented people-centred justice?
Several countries have introduced reforms that demonstrate important aspects of people-centred justice. Their experiences offer useful lessons, although no country has eliminated every barrier to justice.
The examples below illustrate different approaches rather than suggesting that all these countries have adopted one identical model.
Country 1: Rwanda — Community-based mediation
Rwanda has established community mediation committees known as Abunzi. These committees help resolve certain disputes at the local level.
According to Rwanda's Ministry of Justice, the Abunzi system was reintroduced in 2004. Committees operate at the cell and sector levels, and community members elect people recognised for their integrity and mediation skills. The system handles specified matters, subject to the applicable law. MiniJust
How this demonstrates people-centred justice:
· Justice services are available within local communities.
· Community members participate in resolving disputes.
· Mediation can offer an alternative to immediately pursuing formal court proceedings.
· Local knowledge can help parties identify practical solutions.
Lesson for other countries: Community-based dispute resolution can make justice more accessible and affordable.
Important limitation: Community mediation requires safeguards to prevent discrimination, coercion, or unfair outcomes. Appropriate cases must remain subject to the law and judicial protections.
Official source: Rwanda Ministry of Justice — Abunzi Mediation Committees
Country 2: New Zealand — Youth justice and family group conferences
New Zealand uses Youth Justice Family Group Conferences to involve young people, their families, victims, and relevant professionals in addressing youth offending.
The process considers the young person's circumstances, the impact on victims, public safety, and the young person's responsibility for their actions. Participants work towards a plan that can include making amends, receiving support, and preventing further offending. Oranga Tamariki — Ministry for Children
How this demonstrates people-centred justice:
· Young people have an opportunity to take responsibility for their actions.
· Victims can explain the impact of the offending.
· Families participate in developing solutions.
· The process considers the underlying causes of offending and the prevention of reoffending.
Lesson for other countries: Justice can combine accountability with rehabilitation, victim participation, and family support.
This approach does not mean that serious offending is ignored. Decisions must consider victims' rights, public safety, and the applicable law.
Official source: New Zealand Ministry for Children — Youth Justice Family Group Conferences
Country 3: Canada — Restorative and Indigenous community justice
Canada supports community-based justice programmes, including programmes designed to reflect Indigenous communities' traditions and needs.
The Canadian government's Indigenous Justice Program supports community justice initiatives addressing the disproportionate involvement of Indigenous people in the criminal justice system. These programmes may provide diversion, restorative justice, family mediation, and reintegration services. Ministère de la Justice
Restorative justice brings victims, people responsible for harm, and sometimes community members together to address the effects of offending, encourage accountability, and consider appropriate ways to repair harm. RCMP
How this demonstrates people-centred justice:
· It recognises the needs and experiences of victims.
· It encourages offenders to understand the consequences of their actions.
· It can incorporate community values and culturally appropriate practices.
· It may help people reintegrate into their communities.
Lesson for other countries: Justice systems can benefit from involving communities and addressing the harm caused by offending, rather than relying exclusively on punishment.
However, restorative justice must be voluntary where required, appropriate to the offence, and consistent with victims' rights and the law.
Official source: Government of Canada — Indigenous Justice Program resources
Country 4: Kenya — Court-annexed mediation and access to justice
Kenya provides a particularly relevant example because its Constitution expressly recognises alternative forms of dispute resolution.
Article 159(2)(c) of the Constitution directs the Judiciary to promote reconciliation, mediation, arbitration, and traditional dispute-resolution mechanisms, subject to constitutional safeguards.
The Judiciary introduced its Court Annexed Mediation programme in 2016 to improve access to justice and help resolve appropriate disputes without requiring every case to proceed through a full trial. The programme operates through court registries across the country. Judiciary
How the programme demonstrates people-centred justice:
· It provides another route for resolving disputes.
· It can reduce the time and expense associated with litigation.
· It encourages parties to participate in developing mutually acceptable settlements.
· It can help preserve family, commercial, and other relationships.
For example, two family members involved in an inheritance dispute may be able to reach an acceptable settlement through mediation instead of continuing a lengthy contested case.
The process is not suitable for every dispute. Where mediation would compromise safety, rights, or the fair resolution of a matter, other legal procedures may be necessary.
Lesson for other countries: Formal courts can become more people-centred by providing appropriate alternatives to conventional litigation while retaining judicial oversight and legal safeguards.
Official source: The Judiciary of Kenya — Court Annexed Mediation
Comparison of the four countries
	Country
	Main approach
	People-centred benefit
	Lesson for reform

	Rwanda
	Abunzi community mediation
	Local access to dispute resolution
	Strengthen appropriate community-based justice.

	New Zealand
	Youth justice family group conferences
	Victim participation and youth rehabilitation
	Combine accountability with support and prevention.

	Canada
	Restorative and Indigenous community justice
	Community participation and repairing harm
	Make justice more responsive to community needs and experiences.

	Kenya
	Court-annexed mediation
	Alternative routes to resolving disputes
	Improve access, timeliness, and cost-effectiveness.


These examples demonstrate that people-centred justice does not require every country to adopt the same institutions. Each country can adapt effective approaches to its constitution, legal system, culture, resources, and people's needs.

5. How can Kenya strengthen a people-centred justice system?
Kenya already has important constitutional and institutional foundations for people-centred justice.
Article 48 of the Constitution guarantees access to justice, while Article 159 establishes principles for exercising judicial authority, including that justice should be done to all irrespective of status, should not be delayed, and should be administered without undue regard to procedural technicalities.
Article 159(2)(c) also recognises alternative dispute-resolution mechanisms, subject to the Constitution and the law. Judicial Service Commission
The challenge is to ensure that these commitments translate into practical improvements in people's everyday experiences.
A. Expand access to legal aid
Kenya can continue strengthening legal aid for people who cannot afford legal representation.
Possible measures include:
· Expanding legal aid clinics in underserved counties.
· Supporting qualified community paralegals.
· Increasing public awareness of available legal aid.
· Improving referrals between legal aid providers and justice institutions.
· Ensuring vulnerable people receive appropriate assistance.
This would help people understand their rights and navigate legal procedures.
B. Strengthen community-based justice services
Community-based services can help people obtain early advice and resolve appropriate disputes before they become more complicated.
For example, a person facing an unlawful employment practice might first receive guidance from a qualified legal aid provider, who could explain the available complaint procedures and refer the person to the appropriate institution.
Community-based services should complement, not replace, the formal justice system.
C. Improve court efficiency
Kenya can strengthen case management, reduce unnecessary adjournments, address resource shortages, and expand appropriate forms of alternative dispute resolution.
Progress should be measured not only by how many cases are completed but also by whether people receive timely and enforceable remedies.
D. Make justice services more accessible to marginalised groups
Justice institutions can improve access by:
· Providing interpretation in appropriate languages.
· Improving physical accessibility for persons with disabilities.
· Strengthening protection for survivors of gender-based violence.
· Providing child-sensitive justice procedures.
· Expanding services to remote and underserved communities.
These measures help ensure that access to justice does not depend on a person's location, income, or social status.
E. Improve accountability and public participation
Justice institutions should regularly seek feedback from people who use their services.
This could include public consultations, anonymous complaints mechanisms, citizen satisfaction surveys, and consultations with civil society organisations.
Public feedback should influence institutional planning, budgeting, and service delivery.
F. Use technology without excluding people
Digital filing, online information, virtual hearings where appropriate, and electronic case tracking can improve convenience and transparency.
However, digital services should be accompanied by accessible in-person alternatives for people without reliable internet access, suitable devices, digital literacy, or accessible technology.
G. Measure outcomes that matter to people
Kenya could strengthen monitoring using indicators such as:
	Indicator
	What it measures

	Time taken to resolve disputes
	Whether people obtain timely decisions.

	Cost of obtaining justice
	Whether services are affordable.

	Access to legal aid
	Whether eligible people receive legal assistance.

	User satisfaction
	Whether people feel respected and adequately informed.

	Enforcement of judgments
	Whether successful claimants actually obtain the remedies ordered.

	Access for marginalised groups
	Whether barriers affecting vulnerable communities are being reduced.

	Recurrence of disputes
	Whether resolutions address problems effectively.

	Public confidence
	Whether people trust justice institutions.


The emphasis should be on meaningful results, not merely the number of institutions established or cases processed.

6. What challenges prevent countries from implementing people-centred justice?
Despite its benefits, implementing people-centred justice can be difficult.
Inadequate funding
Legal aid, accessible facilities, qualified staff, and community services require sustained investment.
Institutional resistance
Justice institutions may be accustomed to procedures and performance measures that prioritise institutional operations over users' experiences.
Corruption and lack of accountability
Corruption undermines impartiality and makes access to justice dependent on money or influence.
Limited public awareness
People cannot effectively exercise their rights if they do not know what those rights are or where to seek assistance.
Digital exclusion
Technology may improve efficiency but exclude people who lack connectivity, digital skills, or accessible devices.
Cultural and social barriers
Discrimination, stigma, unequal power relationships, and fear of retaliation can prevent people from reporting injustices.
Weak coordination
Justice problems often overlap with health, housing, education, employment, and social protection needs. Poor coordination among relevant institutions can leave people without complete solutions.
Inadequate measurement of results
A system may report many completed cases without establishing whether people obtained fair, enforceable, and lasting remedies.
Overcoming these challenges requires sustained political commitment, institutional cooperation, adequate resources, and regular evaluation.

7. How does a people-centred justice system relate to international development?
People-centred justice is closely connected to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions.
Target 16.3 calls on countries to promote the rule of law and ensure equal access to justice for all.
People-centred justice provides a practical way to pursue this objective by identifying unmet legal needs, removing barriers to services, empowering people, and improving institutional accountability.
The OECD's framework similarly emphasises that justice reform should be guided by people's needs and experiences rather than by institutional priorities alone. OECD
This means that access to justice is not solely the responsibility of courts. Governments, legal aid providers, police, prosecutors, civil society, local administrations, and communities all have roles to play.
For example, resolving a land dispute may require an accessible legal process, reliable land records, administrative cooperation, and an enforceable decision.
A coordinated approach is therefore often more effective than expecting one institution to solve every aspect of a person's problem.

8. Conclusion
A people-centred justice system is a system that places people, their rights, their needs, and their experiences at the heart of justice delivery.
Its core principles include accessibility, equality, fairness, timeliness, affordability, participation, accountability, respect for human rights, responsiveness, and dispute prevention.
It matters because it helps make legal rights meaningful, protects vulnerable people, builds public trust, reduces unnecessary delays and costs, promotes peaceful dispute resolution, and strengthens the rule of law.
Experiences from Rwanda, New Zealand, Canada, and Kenya demonstrate different ways of bringing justice closer to the people through community mediation, restorative justice, family group conferences, and court-annexed mediation.
The central lesson is that the success of a justice system should not be judged only by how well its institutions function, but also by whether people can obtain fair, timely, affordable, and effective remedies when they need them.
Ultimately, people-centred justice is not about weakening the law or replacing courts. It is about making the law and justice institutions work better for everyone.
Recommended reading
For further study, these resources provide useful frameworks and practical examples:
1. OECD Framework and Good Practice Principles for People-Centred Justice — An international framework explaining the principles and institutional reforms involved.
2. OECD Toolkit for Access to Justice and People-Centred Justice Systems — Practical tools and country examples for implementing reform.
3. Constitution of Kenya and Judiciary resources — Relevant constitutional principles governing access to justice in Kenya.
4. The Judiciary of Kenya — Court Annexed Mediation — An example of alternative dispute resolution within Kenya's justice system.
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People‑centred justice is an approach that puts people’s needs, experiences, and outcomes at the core of justice systems, aiming to ensure equal access to justice and improve fairness, effectiveness, and accountability. It is endorsed by over 60 countries and supported by organisations such as the OECD and UNDP.
People‑centred justice reframes justice systems so they respond to real‑world legal needs and deliver outcomes that matter to individuals and communities. Key elements include:
· Purpose and culture: Justice institutions commit to a people‑centred vision. [image: raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org]raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org
· Designing and delivering services: Services are accessible, affordable, and based on evidence of “what works.” [image: raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org]raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org
· Governance and infrastructure: Partnerships, regulatory flexibility, data governance, and sustainable financing support effective delivery. [image: raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org]raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org
· People empowerment: Enhancing legal literacy, participation, and the empowerment of justice users and employees. [image: raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org]raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org
· Planning and accountability: Evidence‑based monitoring, reporting, and oversight mechanisms. [image: raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org]raadvoorrechtsbijstand.org
Global Adoption and Support
· Over 60 countries have endorsed people‑centred justice principles. [image: sdg16.plus]sdg16.plus
· Supported by coalitions such as the Justice Action Coalition, Ibero‑American Alliance for Access to Justice, and African Alliance for People‑Centred Justice. [image: NYU]NYU
· Strong backing from OECD, UNDP, and international justice reform networks. [image: NYU]NYU
Why It Matters
People‑centred justice is central to achieving SDG 16.3: equal access to justice for all. It shifts justice systems from institution‑focused to outcome‑focused, improving fairness, reducing barriers, and strengthening trust in public institutions. [image: NYU]NYU
Practical Implementation
Practice notes and frameworks guide different actors:
· Judiciaries: Transitioning court processes to be more user‑friendly.
· Ministries of Justice: Designing policies that reflect real legal needs.
· Donors and international implementers: Supporting justice reforms aligned with people‑centred principles. [image: NYU]NYU
People‑centred justice continues to evolve as a core strategy for building fair, accessible, and effective justice systems worldwide.
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