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Understanding effective rule of law

An estimated 5.1 billion people have no access to effective
justice, nearly 60 per cent of justice problems remain
unresolved, and over 253 million people live in situations
of extreme injustice, including conditions of slavery,
statelessness and high levels of insecurity.! Effective rule of law
(ROL) ensures that laws and the justice institutions,
actors, and processes that support them — are responsive
to and inclusive of the needs of all people in society. ROL is
often framed as a means of ensuring or pursuing
justice. The conflation of ROL with justice institutions often
leads to substantial overlap between interventions that aim to
strengthen ROL and those aiming to strengthen justice
systems.

There is currently a large gap in understanding about
what can effectively improve ROL. Filling this gap
requires evidence that can quantify changes attributable
to a program — that is, after accounting for other factors.
USAID commissioned 3ie to develop an Evidence Gap
Map (EGM) of ROL interventions and outcomes. An EGM
is a visual representation of completed and ongoing
studies that provide this type of effectiveness evidence,
structured around a framework of interventions and
outcomes. The EGM thus represents an important, but not
the only, slice of the available body of evidence that can inform
USAID decision-making about where and how to invest
resources for development.
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Highlights

B This EGM includes over 700 studies that cross diverse
geographic areas and rule of law and justice topics.

B Compared to low and middle-income countries (L&MICs),
rule of law and justice has a much larger evidence base in
high-income countries (HICs), with less than 20 per cent of
the studies included taking place in L&MICs. More high-
quality impact evaluations in L&MICs can help shed light on
what works in rule of law interventions and under what
conditions.

B Most included studies focused on interventions to reduce
or prevent crime. There are notable gaps in rigorous
evidence for rule of law and justice programs focusing on
youth in L&MICs and on women and girls.

B More research is needed on rule of law interventions in
L&MIC contexts. Researchers may consider qualitative and
mixed methods approaches for interventions that are more
challenging to experimentally evaluate. A broader set of
strategies in rule of law and justice research could improve
collective understanding of what works and why.

B High-confidence systematic reviews with evidence from
high-income countries suggest that promising approaches
to preventing or reducing crime may include selected
police-led interventions and less punitive measures for
those at risk for engaging in crime. Further study is needed
to uncover the extent to which similarly positive outcomes
could be achieved in L&MICs.
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