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 Three Things Surveys Can Do for Justice and Safety 
Panel Discussion from Annual Indicators Conference of the Justice Systems Workshop 2012 

  

Each year, with support from the UK Department for 
International Development (DFID), the Program in Criminal 
Justice Policy and Management convenes a workshop at 
Harvard on ‘the design and use of indicators of justice and 
safety in developing countries.”  

The workshop is part of a larger program on indicators 
supported by DFID and the Australian Government’s 
Overseas Aid Program. It brings together government 
officials and civil society leaders from countries around the 
world along with experts and officials in international 
development agencies to discuss the role of indicators in the 
service of justice sector reform locally, nationally, and 
globally. 
Overview of 2012 Workshop  

Which effects of development are most important to count, 
and what are the effects of trying to count them? How can 
you promote 'ownership' of indicators by national 
governments without privileging the opinions of a small 
group of individuals? Can the indicators that count these 
effects capture the true “voices of the poor” or do they only 
record a faint echo? What might a MDG for justice and safety 
look like, and how would it affect the field of indicator 
development? 

These questions and other important challenges of indicator 
development were the focus of five panel discussions that 
shaped this year’s Conference on Indicators of Safety and 
Justice at Harvard University.   

History  

During the fall of 2012 challenges of indicator development 
were the focus of five panel discussions that shaped this 
conference. We also welcomed participants from Ethiopia to 
this annual event.  

In 2011 the workshop reviewed the results of a second round 
of indicator development from teams in Jamaica, Nigeria, 
Sierra Leone, Papua New Guinea, and Bangladesh. In 2010 
participants presented a series of prototype indicators on 
police effectiveness, the duration of pretrial detention, and 
residents’ sense of safety. Panel discussions addressed the 
role of multi-agency indicators, indicators for customary 
justice systems, and the role of civil society organizations in 
indicator development. 

 

 
Surveys today have widespread appeal for 
international development organizations, especially 
for the purposes of program design and evaluation, 
and a lot of money is invested in their design and 
administration. But not everyone is confident in their 
effects and authenticity. Some people do not see the 
tangible effects of surveys on safety and justice in 
developing countries and worry that they merely 
observe and criticize complex social phenomena 
from an abstract point of view. Others are concerned 
that surveys champion the views of a small portion of 
the population instead of capturing the actual 
experiences of those most in need of justice and 
safety.  

If population surveys are tools of development, then 
what kind of development in justice and safety do 
they promote? And how, specifically, do they 
advance justice and safety?  
 
These and other questions about the uses and effects 
of surveys in development were addressed by a 
special panel at the Harvard Conference on 
Indicators in Justice and Safety in October 2012. Led 
by Jim Parsons of the Vera Institute of Justice, 
Anna Alvazzi from the Small Arms Survey, Nick 
Menzies of the World Bank, and Andrea Arteaga 
of the Organization of American States, the panel 
proposed that the effects of surveys on justice and 
safety can be appreciable, but we must be clearer 
than we have been in the past about what is meant by 
“effects,” the means by which they occur, and the 
pace of change in development.  
 
One effect of surveys is to put the “who” into the 
center of the debate about the development of justice 
and safety. “The value of public surveys,” observed 
Jim Parsons, “is being able to account for the 
experiences of justice from the people who are most 
affected.” Surveys that capture such experiences add 
value by supplementing conventional and more 
routine measures of the quality of the operations and 
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functions of the formal justice system. The kinds of 
experiences worth surveying, says Nick Menzies, 
extend beyond people’s evaluation of government 
performance. For example, a survey question about 
whether participants in a court proceeding 
experienced the process as “fair” or “biased” should 
not treat respondents as mere customers and 
generate more than user perception feedback. 
Surveys should help people with that experience to 
shape decision-making in the “front office” or 
“corner suite” and at the very least to calibrate 
expectations for improvement in the future. Megan 
Brewer of AusAID suggested that “the agency of the 
people” may be more faithfully championed if 
surveys can adapt and create room to capture unique 
respondent experiences.  
 
Another effect of surveys is to highlight “how much” 
insecurity, victimization, and other disturbances of 
people’s safety actually occurs and which aspects of 
these problem the state may be expected to address. 
Surveys measure the scale of problems that exist 
beyond reported and recorded crime, including 
people’s subjective sense of safety, and they often do 
so in a way that creates fresh expectations by which 
to judge the performance of a government with 
respect to safety. According to Andrea Arteaga, these 
expectations might include “addressing the 
consequences of crime,” “reducing the actual risk of 
victimization,” and “rebuilding trust in public 
institutions.”  
 
A third effect of surveys puts the “where” into the 
assessment of progress in justice and safety. Like 
wealth and influence, injustice and insecurity are 
unequally distributed in society. Surveys “provide a 
way of identifying the nature of these inequalities,” 
observed Jim Parsons, in a way that focuses 
attention, as Andrea Arteaga added, on “phenomena 
happening in a specific geographical region”. For 
example, surveys that uncover where respondents 
are more or less likely to report victimization, and to 
whom they choose to report it, can generate genuine 
debate about the extent to which different 
communities seek help, the relative quality of 
different resolution services, and where to focus 
resources.  
 
Conversely, surveys that help highlight the 
conditions, families and communities in which 
injustice and insecurity are rare can elucidate the 
sources of resilience and prevention strategies that 
governments might seek to reinforce or help 
reproduce elsewhere.  

What about the means by which surveys can affect 
justice and safety? Unfortunately, the mediating 
structures of surveys and the way they can advance 
development are not always explicit. In many cities 
and countries around the world the various conduits 
of conversation on which surveys depend need to be 
strengthened, if not created.  
 
Consider the challenge of the Research Institute of 
the Ethiopian Federal Police, whose director could 
not attend the Conference but nevertheless sent this 
question: “how do you convert findings from a survey 
about community perceptions of crime, policing and 
safety in Addis Ababa into practical guidance for the 
government?” If the findings of surveys do not speak 
for themselves and policing organizations do not take 
instructions from the public, then what do we need 
to learn about the kinds of analysis and 
conversations that help those who influence justice 
and safety in a country to use survey data to shape 
their decisions? 
 
A new question that emerged from the panel was 
about the pace of change in justice and safety. 
Surveys can distort our sense of time in many ways. 
Most surveys, for example, are administered at 
intervals of two to three years, making the resolution 
of some problems apparent well after the actual 
changes took place and causing other problems to 
appear insoluble, forever stuck in the past.  
 
According to Anna Alvazzi, surveys should not be 
repeated “too close in time” because most of the 
important problems in justice and safety are not 
solved quickly. But optimizing the frequency of 
surveys is not the only way to manage this particular 
problem. As Jim Parsons and Anna Alvazzi pointed 
out, some perceptions are volatile and also sensitive 
to experience, while others are not. Likewise, some 
experiences are easy to change, while others are not. 
Surveys that investigate the relationships between 
experience and perception can help ground 
expectations of the pace of change in local 
conditions, tempering the haste that sometimes mars 
the reform of justice and safety.  
 
Surveys, in short, mediate attention to problems and 
progress; they do not act on development agendas 
and outcomes by themselves. And they advance 
justice by clarifying choices about what kinds of 
questions about development are important to ask, 
and from whom it is most important to get answers.  
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Still, surveys create a bundle of governance 
dilemmas. How do the results of population surveys 
mesh with administrative data on crime and justice, 
which tend to determine the tactics and strategies of 
law enforcement, prosecution, and adjudication? 
How can surveys supplement administrative data on 
justice and safety without undermining their 
credibility? How can governments see police data on 
crime mapped onto citizen expressions of what 
matters most to their safety?  
 
A forthcoming paper from the Harvard Program in 
Criminal Justice, Better Servants of Development: 
Improving Surveys as Sources of Indicators in 
Justice and Safety, responds to these and other 
challenges, describing how surveys can go from being 
expensive and rare events, often out of synch with 
the rhythms of governance, to living laboratories for 
the agencies that are responsible for justice and 
safety. 
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