
 

 

 

 

Indicators as Servants of Development 
A Summary of the HKS PCJ Project on Indicators of Justice and Safety 

 
Between 2009 and 2014 the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID) 

invested in a program of support for government officials in developing countries that wished to design 

indicators for their own ambitions in justice and safety.  

Over these five years, the Program in Criminal Justice Policy and Management (PCJ) at  

Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) strengthened the capacity of officials in Jamaica, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, 

Bangladesh, and Ethiopia to construct, test, and use indicators that mattered nationally and made sense 

locally. The fact that these indicators were manufactured domestically was one of their defining features. 

Only a tiny fraction of all the indicators used in the world today to improve justice and safety are conceived 

in the developing world. DFID’s investment in this capacity reflected a belief in the value of greater 

balance and distribution in the sources of innovation in governance across the globe. It anticipated the 

global hunt for indicators to support a development agenda that includes justice and safety after 2015. 

There were three other ways in which the indicators developed in this project were distinct from most of 

the measures that are designed by and for international development organizations:  

 First, the purpose of the indicators was not to measure justice, but rather to produce 

shared and elementary knowledge about the governance of complex operations in justice 

and safety.  

 

We worked with line-staff and supervisors across government agencies to answer mundane 

questions about basic operations – such as how long does it take to complete a police 

investigation, or how many days does it take to file charges, or what portion of police 

deployments involve a search or seizure?  One of the main effects of new knowledge about 

these processes was the ability of an agency leader to recognize and reward minor changes in 

operations, such as a reduction in the number of days it took prosecutors in Sierra Leone to 

charge suspects with rape, or an increase in the percentage of law enforcement searches in 

Jamaica that discovered weapons in areas with high levels of violent crime.  Another effect 

was the ability of an agency leader to notice the impact of such changes on other institutions 

– to perceive a justice “system” and protect its diverse interests.  One colleague in 

Bangladesh said that indicators like these make you “conscious and cautious” of the 

collective effects of individual operations.    

 

The indicators designed in this project were not used for conventional purposes in global 

development.  They were not used to monitor the implementation of a new development 

program, or to evaluate its impact on preferred outcomes.  They did not seek to expose 
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shortcomings in the current system of justice and safety or advocate changes in the priorities 

and procedures of public policy.  They were not expected to help scale up a pilot program or 

transform the system of justice as a whole.  Their purpose was simply to stimulate 

organizational introspection and facilitate change in justice on a human scale.  The value of 

indicators was realized when public officials applied the new measures and accompanying 

knowledge for their own objectives – usually at their own pace, always with their own 

discretion, and often in ways that ignored our advice. 

 

 Second, the philosophy behind these indicators was small and normless, or 

“deontological.”  It insisted on the lasting value of temporary changes in government, even 

those that end up in the rubbish bin.   

 

It is rare now for someone to try to change the course of history, especially while in public 

office.  Most forces of national politics and the global social order conspire against efforts to 

remake, dramatically reform, or even just slightly improve systems of justice and 

governance.  In any complex system of justice, moreover, and particularly one that is 

dedicated to law and order, the power and constellation of forces that oppose change grow 

greater and stronger in proportion to the scale of the new proposition.  Opposing forces are 

especially potent against individuals and organizations that do not occupy a position of 

recognized public authority, such as NGOs and foreign development agencies.  Accordingly, 

our Program sought to help officials already in a position of public power to redefine big 

problems in justice and safety (such as prison overcrowding, violence against women, and 

distrust of the police) in ways that could be ameliorated by making minor adjustments in 

current operations.  Small but demonstrable changes in justice and safety now, we reasoned, 

would validate the big and somewhat subversive idea that justice systems can be intentional 

and purposive.  They would prove the claim that leading officials can change justice on their 

own without fouling the rule of law.   

 

 Third, the method used to develop indicators was a protracted, semi-structured, and 

primarily responsive set of interactions with leading government officials and their staff.  

 

We reacted to the hunches and beliefs of our counterparts by respectfully interrogating their 

ideas (why do you want to do that?) and engaging in a treasure hunt for insight and 

information that might test their hypotheses.  We applauded ambition on any scale. Our 

impressions of these ambitions were often vague, like most human senses, and they 

sometimes led us into cul-de-sacs. But even the dead-ends turned out to be useful.  They 

cultivated a habit of asking and answering questions; they generated shared knowledge 

about complex systems that are, by design, difficult to govern. And in the process, the 

authority of the leader’s idea came to depend more on the experiences of staff and the 

movement of the indicator than their position of responsibility.  

This “method,” which is proceduralized in the chart below, was developed haphazardly by working 

together with government officials on their own priorities, on their own calendars, using their own ideas 

and information.  Rather than begin with a notion about what justice should look like, or the ideology of 

“best practices,” or even a favorite measure of justice, we first looked for an individual in a position of 

responsibility who had a sense of accomplishment but no clear way to measure it, or a belief about the 

solution to a persistent problem whose realization might be a good thing.  Then, working with department 
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heads, supervisors and line staff, we rummaged through the records and information systems of any 

agency whose leader had expressed an intuition about justice.  We searched for data and people within the 

organization that could test that intuition, and then proposed at least two ways to measure the scale of the 

problem or movement toward the desired objective.  Agency leaders often rejected the prototypes and 

proposed another, gambling on its ability to incite the desired response and register the effect.   

This may an inconvenient method for development practitioners.  It involves the surrender of control over 

the pace and purpose of justice reform; it requires constant renegotiation over the means and standards by 

which progress is judged.  It does not guarantee movement toward a certain end.  And yet it might be able 

to be used to support governance in very different contexts and conditions.  

 

PCJ Method of Developing Indicators 

for Domestic Ambitions for Justice and Safety 

ASPECT DEVELOPMENT DYNAMIC TO BE STRENGTHENED HOW DO YOU KNOW IT’S HELPING? 
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First, identify an agency or individual in a position 

of authority that is attempting to solve a problem  

with safety or advance a notion of justice, and then  

we help re-define that ambition in operational terms.  

 

Where ideas about improvements are grand and 

impractical, the Program helps officials recalibrate 

expectations, proposing incremental measures  

of change, sometimes on a granular scale.  

 

Where the desire and demand for change is  

inchoate, politically weak, or fragmented across  

the justice sector – located in research departments 

but not the front-line, or in agency leaders that  

come and go – the Program spends a lot of time  

tending the political economy of reform. 

Are individuals articulating  

ambitions beyond their zone of  

current responsibility and expertise? 

Are they defining problems  

or goals in operational terms? 

 

Are they using existing resources 

(personnel, policies, knowledge)  

in new ways? 

 

Are they communicating ambitions  

to others within as well as  

outside the organization? 

 

Are they leveraging resources  

outside the organization to supplement 

their own institutional capacity? 
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Second, use existing information and data  

already available to government officials  

to build a common understanding  

of the problem or challenge.  

 

The information available is almost  

always rudimentary and incomplete; it often  

requires a scavenger hunt to create a credible  

portrait of current practices.  

 

But the result has special power:  Government  

officials can see the reflection of their own ideas  

and actions in the indicators, and it takes little effort  

to improve the information systems. 

Are line staff recording and  

sharing information about  

routine activities? 

 

Are managers reviewing  

that information at regular  

intervals to understand  

current practices? 
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PCJ Method of Developing Indicators 

for Domestic Ambitions for Justice and Safety 

ASPECT DEVELOPMENT DYNAMIC TO BE STRENGTHENED HOW DO YOU KNOW IT’S HELPING? 
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Third, generate an insight about the origin of the 

problem or shortcoming in justice and safety.  

 

Often this work involves contrasting the information  

and opinions from inside a government agency  

with statistics and reports from neighboring 

organizations and countries.  

 

Sometimes it involves dispelling a closely-held belief  

– a delicate political operation which nevertheless can 

help build support for the practices of learning and 

experimenting on which a resilient culture of indicator 

development depends. 

Are agency leaders drawing insights 

about the origins of the problem  

from data or information generated  

by their agency? 

 

Are agency leaders using information 

from outside their agency to assess  

the quality or impact of the work  

inside their own institution? 
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Fourth, work with government officials to draw 

inferences about actions that are most likely to 

precipitate the desired improvements and fit the existing 

legal framework and distribution of resources.   

 

Usually, we convert an existing hunch about what might 

work into a hypothesis that can be tested and measured 

quickly, or simulated using information at hand.  

 

Rarely is the inference the obverse of the insight:  

Safety and justice can be improved even without solving 

the root causes of crime and conflict.  

 

Inferences are forward-looking;  

insights focus on the past. 

Are supervisors making inferences  

about the activities that  

can make improvements? 
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Fifth, pilot an indicator – a measure of current 

practices in light of a new goal or standard and whose 

movement over time can be seen and reviewed in 

routine management meetings.  

 

The regular review of the indicator is more  

important than its accuracy:  Its chief purpose is  

to cue up a conversation with supervisors and staff 

about the significance of change or stability in the 

indicator, and then guide their appraisal of  

performance and what to do next.  

 

The best indicators always involve uncertainty:   

Instead of telling officials what to do, they shape  

their judgment and exercise of discretion, provoking  

a cycle of action, feedback, and learning. 

Are agency leaders or supervisors 

piloting an indicator? 

 

Are agency leaders and staff using 

the indicator to ask more questions?  

 

Are agency leaders or supervisors 

reviewing the indicator in regular 

management meetings? 

 

Are decisions and practices influenced 

by the movement in the indicator?  

 

Are line staff encouraged to strengthen 

data collection practices? 

Rationale 
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Justice and Safety are vast concepts, intangible and ineffable, especially when written in capital letters.  

Only the crudest materialist would reduce Justice and Safety to the pedestrian, bureaucratic operations 

that get measured and manipulated on a daily basis in formal systems of justice and safety.  Justice 

systems are also vast and sprawling, even in developing countries where, in contrast to the UK, US, and 

even Europe and Australia, the number of victims and offenders, suspects and inmates, police officers and 

prison guards, not to mention judges and prosecutors and defense attorneys is comparatively small.  

Wrapping one’s head around these concepts and systems so that they are subject to intervention and 

change on human scale requires a sociological imagination and an empirical instinct.   

Indicators can be servants of reform in this sense when they foreshorten the distance between Justice with 

a capital J and justice with a small j.  They can help people whose actions are modest, whose perch is low, 

and whose sphere of influence seems small to see the connections between their daily work and some 

grander mission.  Indicators do this by measuring the collective effects of individual action.  The 

aggregation by itself doesn’t achieve this effect:  it merely generates the sum of the individual parts.  It is 

the interpretation of the indicator -- the effort to ascribe meaning to the measure -- that makes the whole 

behind the sum of the parts visible, subject to human perception.   

Indicators can be aids of democratic governance in particular if they expose rather than hide the channels 

of authority on which influence and power really depends in complex organizations such as police 

departments, judiciaries, and prosecution services.  The leader of an agency cannot move an indicator by 

him or herself.  It is line-staff that have agency, not the principal, and they are more likely to agree on 

goals that are within their reach and within the realm of existing norms when the dependence of the leader 

on them is recognized and respected.  Changes to daily operations in justice and safety can be made 

without indicators, of course, but they cannot be easily appreciated, communicated, and continued 

without them.   

The Politics of Small Change 

Justice systems all around the world are loosely-coupled sets of practices and institutions with no single 

principal, or principle, in charge. In no country is there a minister with control and responsibility for all 

operations and all outcomes in justice and safety. In no agency is there a single super-norm to which all 

behavior must abide. Any change within an individual agency, moreover, has knock-on effects for others, 

upsetting not only the routines to which line officials are attached and reasonably be expected to adhere, 

but also the appearance of control that often symbolizes the authority and power of their leaders. Big 

changes are a political menace, especially in systems that are imbalanced in favor of one institution, such 

as the police. Structural adjustments in justice and safety can be destabilizing.    

Many other elemental forces, most of which are invisible and not captured by or in law, constrain the 

ability of any one player or department to make major changes in justice systems.  First, the real 

categorical imperative of the justice system in any country is to reproduce the current social order, not 

change it.  Government officials responsible for justice reasonably, rationally, and responsibly resist 

sudden and arbitrary changes.  Second, the procedural rules by which justice systems are administered are 

designed to solve individual conflicts, not classes of problems.  While the rule of law may function on 

macro-economic principles, justice operates on a micro-economic scale.  Third, the people whose conflicts 

come to the attention of justice systems often have broken lives and families, problems with roots that may 

be exposed and smoothed by justice but not cured. 

Still other considerations urge development programs and justice reform in particular to start and stay 

small. Modest adjustments in existing operations are a better bet in fragile states and weak governments – 

the categories conventionally used to depict the systems of order and rule in most developing countries. 

This is not because of some purported congenital weakness of the justice sector. It is because the 
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legitimacy of innovation inside an individual institution is less likely to be contested when it builds upon 

an existing practice rather than introduces new routines. Furthermore, the small scale of reforms that are 

inspired by locally generated indicators capitalizes on one of the greatest comparative advantages of 

justice in developing countries:  their small size. Minor changes don’t have to be “scaled up” before their 

effects are visible and appreciated. 

Indicators may not be the only means by which leaders can exercise influence over unruly systems of 

justice and their constantly changing operations and expectations.  But indicators are especially helpful 

devices – particularly if the means by which such change takes place is as important as the ends.  

Indicators cannot be fashioned without confronting moral questions about the purposes of government 

and existential questions about the meaning of justice.  You cannot measure an accomplishment without 

first confronting questions about what deserves to be counted and considered an accomplishment.  Even a 

marginal increase in the speed of an investigation, prosecution, or trial provokes the kind of resistance that 

can only be overcome with moral justification.  Indicators cannot be made, moreover, without first 

agreeing on the units of measurement.  Conversations about those units require a shared vocabulary and 

common concepts – a level playground – that tends to equalize relationships of power and knowledge in 

the course of their construction.  Indicators, in short, are not a technocratic dream.  They are agents of 

political provocation. 

Indicators, finally, are assertions of power of a special kind.1  They state a claim about our ability to know, 

measure, and change the world. But without independent authority – whether it is the agreement or 

permission of others, or some other license to act on that claim – they are merely representations of 

power, knowledge, and ambition. The work of indicators is done by people.  

Our Program produced several case studies that demonstrate this approach. There is also a web-based 

toolkit that illustrates how governments, research institutions and donors might craft indicator 

collaborations inspired by this approach. But the real residue of the project lies in the experiences of 

individuals with whom we worked, who could be resources for officials in other countries who want to 

develop indicators for their own projects and systems. .  For information about these people and other 

potential resources to support the iterative development of indicators, see our website at 

www.hks.harvard.edu/criminaljustice 

 

 

                                                 
1
 For an early statement of this view, see Christopher Stone, “Problems of Power in the Design of Indicators of Safety and 

Justice in the Global South,” April 2011, available at: 
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/var/ezp_site/storage/fckeditor/file/pdfs/centers-programs/programs/criminal-justice/Indicators-
ProblemsofPower.pdf 


