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William Neukom

Q: Please provide an overview of the World Justice Project 
and why you started it.
A: I founded the World Justice Project (WJP) as a presidential 

initiative of the American Bar Association (ABA) in 2006. It became 

an independent, nonprofit organization in 2009, and we now have 

offices in Washington, D.C., and Seattle.

Our work at WJP is founded on two premises: (1) the rule of law 

is the foundation for communities of peace, equity, and opportuni-

ty; and (2) multidisciplinary collaboration is the most effective way 

to advance the rule of law. Based on these premises, we engage 

citizens and leaders from across the globe and from multiple work 

disciplines to increase public awareness about the foundational 

importance of the rule of law; to stimulate policy reforms; and 

to develop practical, on-the-ground programs that enhance and 

extend the rule of law.

When we talk about the rule of law, we are referencing the 

WJP’s definition, which was derived from internationally accepted 

standards. The rule of law is a system in which the following four 

universal principles are upheld: 

1.  The government and its officials and agents, as well as indi-

viduals and private entities, are accountable under the law. 

2.  The laws are clear, publicized, stable, and just; are applied 

evenly; and protect fundamental rights, including the security 

of persons and property and certain core human rights. 

3.  The process by which the laws are enacted, administered, 

and enforced is accessible, fair, and efficient. 

4.  Justice is delivered timely by competent, ethical, and inde-

pendent representatives and neutrals who are of sufficient 

number, have adequate resources, and reflect the makeup of 

the communities they serve. 

My personal interest in this cause came out of my work and 

travel as a practicing attorney—including 25 years at Microsoft, as 

well as my tenure at the ABA—where I saw that a fundamental im-

pediment for economic, human, and social development is the ab-

sence of the rule of law. Everywhere you go, no matter the setting, 

a strong culture of the rule of law is foundational to a better quality 

of life. Without it, you can’t build strong institutions, people don’t 
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feel safe in their communities, corruption grows while investment 

dries up, and all across the board, people suffer. 

Q: What is a typical day in the life for you like as the CEO of WJP?
A: I’m fortunate to be surrounded by a team of talented folks who 

are committed to our mission and who are working hard to accom-

plish our goals. It’s gratifying to see the impact a small group of 

committed people can make. We are a young organization and are 

constantly striving to improve our three lines of business: research 

and scholarship, the WJP Rule of Law Index, and our engagement ef-

forts. At the same time, we are constantly looking for new initiatives 

that can make a difference in the world.

Q: What is the WJP Rule of Law Index, and how is it used? 
A: As Bill Gates has said about the WJP Rule of Law Index, “[i]f you 

want to improve the rule of law, you need a way to measure it.” The 

index is our effort to provide original, impartial, and detailed data on 

how the rule of law is experienced by the general public around the 

globe. The report is produced annually, based on more than 100,000 

household and expert surveys to measure how the rule of law is 

experienced in everyday life by ordinary people. 

The index scores countries on 44 rule-of-law indicators derived 

from our four universal principles and organized into eight factors: 

constraints on government powers, absence of corruption, open 

government, fundamental rights, order and security, regulatory en-

forcement, civil justice, and criminal justice. We currently cover 102 

countries and will be expanding that number in future editions.

Because all people are stakeholders in the rule of law—from 

governments to businesses to civil society—we believe the index is a 

useful tool for everyone. We see this in practice, as our findings have 

been discussed by heads of state, chief justices, business and civil 

society leaders, scholars, and the press. Our data has been covered 

by top news outlets in more than 110 countries. 

Q: The United States only ranked 19th overall on the 2015 
WJP Rule of Law Index, behind some of the Nordic countries, 
Singapore, Republic of Korea, Estonia, Hong Kong, etc. What are 
some of the factors attributable to the United States relative 
underperformance?
A: As you would expect, the United States’ scores in most factors 

are similar to that of other high-income and developed countries (not 

surprisingly, as the rule of law and economic development are highly 

correlated). The United States has a very long tradition of adherence 

to the rule of law, as well as strong checks and balances. That being 

said, there are issues that require our attention. 

A key issue for the United States is factor seven, access to civil 

justice, which measures whether ordinary people can resolve their 

grievances peacefully and effectively through the civil justice system. 

For many people here, access to civil justice is inefficient, and this 

is particularly true for low-income people. Low-income individuals 

have a 1 in 5 chance of obtaining legal advice when faced with legal 

situations that may affect their lives profoundly, such as an eviction 

notice, a child custody case, or a deportation process. 

In addition, our data indicates that the criminal justice system 

seems to be targeting certain segments of the population and that 

correctional facilities are overpopulated by people of color. There 

also appears to be a negative influence of money in politics, which 

is reflected in the American people’s growing perception of corrup-

tion, particularly in the legislature. All of these issues and others are 

reflected in the index’s scores for the United States.

Q: Does WJP’s research suggest that the rule of law is 
generally improving or deteriorating globally, and why?
A: The WJP Rule of Law Index covers 102 countries around the 

world, and the current report is our fifth. While tracking changes 

over time is a newer feature of the Index, when looking at our most 

recent data, we see a mix of improvements and declines around the 

world. Tunisia, for example, seems to be holding constant, and even 

improving in some areas, whereas other countries in the region are 

moving in the opposite direction. Within Europe, there are several 

countries—including Hungary and Poland—where our data have 

shown a decrease in the strength of internal checks and balances in 

their respective governments. We also see this trend elsewhere, such 

as the Latin America and Caribbean region (Venezuela is a prime ex-

ample). That is balanced by other countries—such as in sub-Saharan 

Africa and again in Latin America—where we see improvements in 

the data. I encourage readers to download the latest index from our 

website (www.worldjusticeproject.org) to learn more about adher-

ence to the rule of law in the countries that interest them.

Q: The WJP also publishes the WJP Open Government Index. 
Can you describe this index and summarize any findings? 
A: The WJP Open Government Index, which we launched in 2015, 

is a new effort for us. It is the first effort to measure government 

openness based on the general public’s experiences and perceptions 

worldwide. We developed aggregated scores and rankings as well as 

individual scores for each of the following dimensions of government 

openness: publicized laws and government data; right to information; 

civic participation; and complaint mechanisms.

We noted two findings in the report: First, worldwide, less than 

half (40 percent) of survey respondents knew of any laws supporting 

their right to access government-held information. Second, when 

considering socio-economic status, we found that in 80 percent of 

countries, low-income respondents are less aware than high-income 

households of their right to information. In 68 percent of countries, 

low-income respondents are less likely to request information from 

the government.

Q: What is the World Justice Challenge, and what results has 
it had?
A: The World Justice Challenge is a competition for advancing the 

rule of law through practical, on-the-ground programs worldwide. 

The most promising ideas are piloted and supported with seed 

grants. An important component is that we encourage people outside 

the justice sector to get involved. 

To give you a few examples of our results, WJP supported a 

program in Cameroon led by health workers to address the problem 

of corruption in healthcare clinics. The program trained health 

workers, many of whom were unaware of the laws, about the con-

sequences of bribery and forcing patients to pay for medicines that 

should be free. 

We also supported a program in Nepal led by female human traf-

ficking survivors. The program allowed these survivors to become 

trained as paralegals, and each paralegal now sits at a local police 

station. This has improved the problem of underreporting these 

crimes to police, who are typically male, because victims see these 
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paralegals as advocates who understand their experience.

Another example is a program we supported in India, where 

a team of young tech entrepreneurs and lawyers teamed up to 

tackle India’s rampant corruption through BribeHackers, a project 

allowing victims to easily report extortion through the website 

IPaidABribe.com.

Q: What have you found to be the biggest impediments to 
effective rule of law, and how can they be overcome?
A: The biggest impediment to adherence to rule of law is that the 

rule of law has been, traditionally speaking, viewed as the domain of 

lawyers and judges. This is of course not the case; issues of safety, 

rights, justice, and governance affect everyone in a community. At 

a higher level, enabling greater and more widespread economic, 

socio-political, and human development is in everyone’s interest. 

Effective rule of law reduces corruption, combats poverty and 

disease, and protects people from injustices large and small. As I 

mentioned before, it is the foundation for communities of peace, 

equity, and opportunity—underpinning development, accountable 

government, and respect for fundamental rights. In order to promote 

a robust rule of law culture, it must come from the community itself, 

and it needs to permeate all segments of society.

Q: How do you measure success in terms of achieving WJP’s 
goals?
A: The WJP has three mutually reinforcing lines of business: re-

search and scholarship, the WJP Rule of Law Index, and engagement 

activities. Our research and scholarship work supports research 

about the meaning and measurement of the rule of law and how it 

matters for economic, socio-political, and human development. As 

described previously, the WJP Rule of Law Index provides original, 

impartial data on how the rule of law is experienced in everyday life 

in 102 countries. Our engagement efforts include connecting and 

developing a global network; organizing strategic convenings; and 

incubating practical, on-the-ground programs. 

We define success by the level of response we receive from mul-

tiple constituencies around the world. This includes the response we 

see to our definition of the rule of law—which is becoming more and 

more widely accepted and used—in addition to the impact of our 

data and research on the rule of law, our engagement with govern-

ments and civil society leaders, and our on-the-ground programs to 

promote rule of law.

Q: You teach a class about the rule of law at Stanford Law 
School. Should a class like this be required of all aspiring 
attorneys? Should curriculum about the rule of law be 
further developed and promoted for younger students—
perhaps in high school, college, etc.?
A: Yes, most certainly. I think it would benefit society if we were to 

do that. 

Q: How can attorneys interested in the types of initiatives 
that the World Justice Project is working on get more 
involved?
A: We encourage anyone interested in advancing the rule of law to 

convene with people from other disciplines to explore practical mea-

sures they can take to promote greater rule of law in their communi-

ties. Our WJP Rule of Law Index data and library of programs (both 

found on our website) can provide some guidance and a starting point. 

We also invite people to visit our website, www.wordjusticeproj-

ect.org, explore what we have to offer, and subscribe to our updates 

through email and social media channels. We will be releasing more 

research and online tools in the near future, and our effectiveness is 

limited only by the number of people who get engaged and help us 

promote this important knowledge and work. 

John Okray is the associate editor of The Federal Lawyer. He can be 
reached at john.okray@cornell.edu. 
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