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Abstract
Public defender’s offices are institutions that work to guarantee access to justice 
through legal assistance, promote human rights and offer legal aid to vulnerable 
populations. Evaluating the performance of public defender’s offices is a complex 
task, but it is necessary to ensure adequate provision of the services offered and 
to provide greater benefits to the service users. This research aimed to identify 
the performance of public defenders and public defender’s offices, how it is mea-
sured and the factors associated with this performance. To this end, a review of 
scientific studies was carried out using the PRISMA protocol. The results allowed 
the systematization of indicators and factors associated with the performance of 
the two dominant dimensions of public defender’s offices: internal output and 
user satisfaction. Each dimension was categorized in relation to the different 
groups, with institutional, individual, subjective and objective perspectives. Next, 
all the indicators used in the literature to measure the performance of public 
defenders and public defender’s offices were presented and discussed. Finally, 
the research presents the explanatory factors associated with performance. The 
paper highlights the main theoretical, managerial and social contributions of the 
reviewed studies and offers a research agenda for future studies on the topic.
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Resumen
Las defensorías públicas son instituciones que actúan para garantizar acceso a la 
justicia, promover los derechos humanos y la defensa de los derechos de las pobla-
ciones vulnerables. Evaluar el desempeño de las defensorías públicas es una tarea 
compleja, pero necesaria para asegurar la adecuada prestación de los servicios 
ofrecidos y brindar mayores beneficios a los usuarios. La presente investigación 
tuvo como objetivo identificar el desempeño de las defensorías públicas y de los 
defensores públicos, cómo se mide y qué factores están asociados a ese desempe-
ño. Para ello se realizó una revisión de estudios científicos utilizando el protocolo 
Prisma. Los resultados permitieron sistematizar indicadores y factores asociados 
al desempeño de las dos dimensiones dominantes del desempeño de las defenso-
rías públicas: producción interna y satisfacción de los usuarios. Cada dimensión 
fue categorizada en relación a diferentes grupos, con enfoques institucionales, 
individuales, subjetivos y objetivos. A continuación, se presentaron y discutieron 
todos los indicadores utilizados en la literatura para medir el desempeño de las 
defensorías públicas y de los defensores. Finalmente, la investigación presenta 
factores explicativos asociados al desempeño. El artículo destaca los principales 
aportes teóricos y sociales de los estudios revisados ​​y ofrece una agenda de in-
vestigación para futuros estudios.
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Resumo
Defensorias públicas são instituições que atuam para garantir acesso à justiça por 
meio da orientação jurídica, promover direitos humanos e viabilizar a defesa gratuita 
dos direitos das populações vulneráveis. Avaliar o desempenho das defensorias é uma 
tarefa complexa, mas necessária para garantir uma prestação adequada dos serviços 
oferecidos e para conferir mais benefícios à população usuária. A presente pesquisa 
teve como objetivo identificar o desempenho de defensores e defensorias públicas, 
como ele é mensurado e quais fatores estão a ele associados. Para isso, foi realizada 
uma revisão de estudos científicos com utilização do protocolo Prisma. Os resultados 
permitiram a sistematização de indicadores e de fatores associados ao desempenho 
das duas dimensões dominantes de desempenho de defensorias públicas: produção 
interna e satisfação dos usuários. Cada dimensão foi categorizada em relação aos 
diferentes grupos, com focos institucional, individual, subjetivo e objetivo. Em se-
guida, foram apresentados e discutidos todos os indicadores utilizados na literatura 
para mensuração do desempenho de defensores e defensorias públicas. Por fim, a 
pesquisa traz os fatores explicativos associados ao desempenho. O artigo evidencia 
as principais contribuições teóricas, gerenciais e sociais dos estudos revisados e 
oferece uma agenda de pesquisa para estudos futuros sobre o tema.
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Introduction1

Public defender’s offices are institutions whose purpose is to guarantee access to justice 
through legal assistance, promote human rights and act in the comprehensive defense of the 
rights of vulnerable populations (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Moreira, 2019). 

In Brazil, approximately 80% of the population meets the eligibility criteria for services 
by state and district public defenders, which highlights the significance of the work of these 
institutions (Esteves et al., 2024). Furthermore, according to a survey conducted in 2019, 
the Brazilian public defender’s office was the institution of the justice system best rated by 
society. Among the survey respondents, 45% reported knowing of the existence and perfor-
mance of public defender’s offices; 59% said they trusted the institution; and 38% rated it as 
excellent or good (AMB; FGV; Ipespe, 2019).

Although public defender’s offices exist in many countries, they are particularly promi-
nent in Latin America, especially due to its several transitions from authoritarian regimes 
to democratic contexts and changes in the respective countries’ criminal justice systems 
(Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Buta, 2021).

Investigating the performance of public defender’s offices is important, since the adequate 
performance of these institutions potentially implies satisfactory provision of legal aid services 
to vulnerable populations. Thus, understanding the performance of public defender’s offices 
highlights the possibility of pragmatic, theoretical and, especially, social contributions.

In this context, the theoretical construct “performance” can assume different facets, 
including organizational and individual conceptions, each of which has a specific focus. 
Among the different perspectives of the concept of organizational performance (Richard et 
al., 2009), it is possible to conceive it as the effectiveness of the organization (Souza; Pro-
ença; Soares, 2022), which corresponds to the achievement of its purposes and objectives 
(Andersen; Boesen; Pedersen, 2016). In addition, the concept of individual performance 
is key, defined as the performance achieved by individuals in the organization, evaluating 
the expected results and those actually presented (Lotta, 2002).

Although organizational and individual performances constitute different approaches, 
there are relationships between these perspectives, especially considering that the organi-
zation’s performance depends on the individual contribution of each professional involved 
(Abualoush et al., 2018) – though improvements in individual performance do not necessarily 
imply improvements in organizational performance (DeNisi; Smith, 2014).

Unlike private organizations, for which institutional survival depends on the evalua-
tion of performance (Souza; Proença; Soares, 2022), public organizations present specific 

1	 The authors are grateful for the valuable suggestions received from Bernardo Oliveira Buta, Cleber Francisco 
Alves and Fabrício Castagna Lunardi, who contributed to the improvement of the text.
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complexities regarding the definition and measurement of outputs and results (Andrews; 
Boine; Mostafa, 2017). 

There are some proposals in the literature for performance indicators related to public 
defender’s offices, including those developed by the Brazilian Federal Public Defender’s Office 
(Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020). Even so, studies are still nascent, especially due to the difficulty 
of measuring the performance of legal assistance and the complexity of objectively defining 
what constitutes effective or efficient performance (Kocivar et al., 1973; Worden, 1991).

Given this context, this study addresses the performance of public defender’s offices and 
seeks to answer the following question: how can the performance of public defenders and 
public defender’s offices be measured and what factors influence this performance? Thus, 
the general goal of the study is to identify the performance of public defenders and public 
defender’s offices, how it is measured and what factors are related to it. To achieve this ob-
jective, we carried out a literature review on the performance of public defender’s offices. 
The research analyzed publications in journals from the first seminal work on the subject, in 
1973, until July 2024.

Research that focuses on improving the provision of services by public defender’s offices 
is relevant, considering their direct work on behalf of vulnerable populations. Therefore, 
empirical investigation is needed, both with an internal focus on managerial aspects and an 
external focus on the results delivered to society (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vieira, 2021).

We organized the paper into four sections, in addition to the introduction. The next 
section presents the theoretical framework, with key concepts on the performance of public 
defender’s offices. Next, we present the methods used in the literature review. Subsequently, 
we discuss the results. Finally, based on the review, we offer an agenda for future research.

1. Performance of Public Defender’s Offices
Administration of Justice, as a field of research, consists of a set of concepts and techniques that 
aim to investigate management procedures related to resources, knowledge and institutions 
at different levels of the justice system and their relationship from a social perspective. It can 
be categorized into four main themes: innovation, performance, governance and legitimacy 
(Guimaraes; Gomes; Guarido Filho, 2018).

Studies on organizational performance are relevant to maximizing results and productiv-
ity. Investigating the performance of an organization, therefore, presupposes the establish-
ment of conceptual premises that allow the development of research. To measure a given 
issue or phenomenon, it is necessary to categorize performance – which can assume differ-
ent perspectives and approaches – and develop the respective indicators and related factors.

Thus, given the multidimensional nature of the performance construct, we consider the 
concept as linked to the efficiency and best practices of an institution, enabling a comparison 
between national and international institutions (Guimaraes; Gomes; Guarido Filho, 2018) 
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and allowing for better provision of services offered by the organization evaluated based on 
results and policies produced by the institution (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2022).

Since the 2000s, there has been an increase in studies on the performance of judicial 
courts (Guimaraes; Guarido Filho; Luz, 2020). Despite the emphasis on studies aimed at 
the Judiciary (Madeira, 2014), it is important to emphasize that the justice system includes 
other institutions that perform essential and relevant duties, such as public defender’s offices, 
public prosecutor’s offices and police organizations. Thus, it is necessary to promote research 
on the Administration of Justice in order to enable contributions to the justice system, filling 
existing gaps, which are even more noticeable with respect to public defender’s offices (Buta, 
2021; Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Madeira, 2014).

Usually, the activities carried out by public defender’s offices are linked to work in the 
criminal and infraction areas (Worden, 1991; Zane; Singer; Welsh, 2021), but this can be ex-
panded to other areas, such as family, health, civil and labor, as observed in some countries, 
such as Mexico (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 2015) and Brazil (Buta; 
Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; Vidal, 2014). Additionally, public defender’s offices aim to protect 
individuals who do not have the financial means to afford private lawyers (Tura, 2013). In 
some countries, public defender’s offices also provide services to vulnerable populations aris-
ing from non-financial situations, sometimes described as organizationally vulnerable, such 
as the elderly, the disable, children, the LGBTQ+ community, indigenous peoples, women 
in situations of domestic violence and incarcerated individuals (Azhar-Graham; Gallo, 2021; 
Luiz Leonardo; Gardinal, 2020).

From this perspective, the public defender’s office is an institution that represents and 
protects the rights of vulnerable social sectors, and carries the burden of challenging Gov-
ernment itself in certain situations (Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022). This can occur through 
judicial, extrajudicial, individual, collective, national and international work, depending on 
the functions of public defender’s offices in each country.

It is also important to emphasize that awareness of the existence of public defender’s of-
fices and the work carried out by these institutions is essential, especially so that vulnerable 
populations can request legal aid (Tura, 2013). Without awareness of the functions of public 
defender’s offices, the work they perform and the ways to access the institution, vulnerable 
individuals may be left without assistance, which is why it is important to disseminate infor-
mation regarding these institutions to the population.

2. Method 
We performed a literature review based on the PRISMA protocol – Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses, which incorporates a checklist of 27 items and three activi-
ties in the selection of studies: identification, screening and inclusion. One of the strengths 
of the PRISMA protocol is its transparency and procedural reliability (Page et al., 2021). 
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According to the PRISMA flowchart, no previous literature reviews on the performance of 
public defender’s offices were identified, and no methods other than database searches were 
used, such as websites searches and citation tracking (Page et al., 2021). 

We searched the Scopus, Web of Science, Science Direct, Spell and SciELO databases. 
The first three databases were chosen because they are relevant and complete in relation 
to the research of scientific publications (Zhu; Liu, 2020). The other two were chosen be-
cause of the relevance of the phenomenon in Latin America, with emphasis on Brazil. The 
searches targeted the titles, keywords and abstracts of the publications with the following 
key terms: “public attorney” OR “public lawyer” OR “public defender’s office” OR “public defender” 
OR “public defense”.

The terms used in the search were chosen to encompass as many publications related to 
public defender’s offices as possible, without indicating a time frame or terms linked to the 
concept of “performance” that could restrict the results. Furthermore, all publications, regard-
less of their language, included a translation into English. Thus, considering that the search 
was directed at titles, keywords and abstracts, the terms selected allowed for the identifica-
tion of relevant publications regardless of the search’s primary language.

The search for publications was carried out in August 2024, and a total of 1,218 pub-
lications was initially obtained, with 670 results in the Scopus database, 339 in the Web 
of Science, 47 in Science Direct, 95 in Spell and 67 in SciELO. After excluding publica-
tions considered non-scientific, we reduced the findings to, respectively, 549, 277, 34, 
95 and 66 publications, totaling 1,021. We suppressed duplicate publications, resulting 
in 789 publications to be screened in the next stage. To select the publications that would 
be relevant to the review, we applied the inclusion and exclusion criteria for publications, 
following the guidelines of the PRISMA protocol. Table 1 indicates the inclusion and ex-
clusion criteria used.

table 1 – Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for the Systematic Review

INCLUSION CRITERIA

• PUBLICATIONS FOCUSING ON THEORETICAL, EMPIRICAL OR METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO THE PERFORMANCE OF 

PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS FOCUSING ON CRITERIA THAT DEMONSTRATE INDICATORS OF PROFESSIONAL PERFORMANCE IN THE 

PROVISION OF COMPREHENSIVE LEGAL AID.

• PUBLICATIONS THAT ANALYZE PARTNERSHIPS BETWEEN PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES AND OTHER ORGANIZATIONS.

(continues)
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• PUBLICATIONS THAT ADDRESS PERCEPTIONS OF THE WORK CONDUCTED BY PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS IN ENGLISH, SPANISH OR PORTUGUESE.

EXCLUSION CRITERIA

• PUBLICATIONS WHOSE PURPOSE DOES NOT ALIGN WITH PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS IN WHICH PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES ARE NOT THE MAIN OBJECTS OF ANALYSIS.

• PUBLICATIONS IN THE AREAS OF MEDICINE, SOCIAL SERVICES AND PSYCHOLOGY, LINKED TO PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS ON PUBLIC ADVOCACY THAT REPRESENT THE STATE RATHER THAN VULNERABLE POPULATIONS.

• PUBLICATIONS ON THE NORMATIVE CREATION OF PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS ON THE RIGHT OF INDIVIDUALS TO ACCESS PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES.

• PUBLICATIONS ON FAMOUS CASES HEARD BY THE U.S. JUDICIARY.

• PUBLICATIONS THAT MENTION PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES AS PART OF A SYSTEM OF INSTITUTIONS WITHOUT 

ANALYZING THEIR PERFORMANCE.

• PUBLICATIONS THAT ANALYZE FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO INSTITUTIONAL PERFORMANCE, WITHOUT ADDRESSING 

THE PERFORMANCE ITSELF.

• PUBLICATIONS COMPARING THE PERFORMANCE OF PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES AND PRIVATE LAWYERS WITHOUT 

ANALYZING THEIR ACTIVITIES.

Source: Research data.

Finally, after the screening process, we selected 42 publications. Figure 1 presents the 
entire selection process. After an initial bibliometric analysis of the general characteristics of 
the publications identified and selected for the study, we grouped the publications into dif-
ferent dimensions related to the work of public defender’s offices.
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figure 1 – Selection Trajectory of Publications that Participated in the 
Review

Source: Research data based on Page et al. (2021).

Although the performance of public defender’s offices has been a subject of investigation 
since the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, albeit timidly, there has been an increase in scientific research 
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since 2012, with at least one publication in all subsequent years and a peak in 2020 and 2021 
(with six publications in each). This context highlights the current relevance of the topic.

As of August 2024, no publications on the performance of public defender’s offices has 
been identified. However, that does not mean that there was no research on these institu-
tion; it only indicates that the research available was not linked to this specific object of study. 
Graph 1 shows the evolution of the number of publications on the performance of public 
defender’s offices.

graph 1 – History of Publications on the Performance of Public 
Defender’s Offices

Source: Research data.

There is an emphasis in our results on publications on the performance of public defender’s 
offices in the United States and Brazil, which account for approximately half and one-third of 
the studies, respectively. In addition, to a lesser extent, there exist studies in Mexico (Aguiar-
Aguilar, 2021; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 2015; Juárez Ortiz, 2019), Scotland (Goriely, 2003; 
Tata et al., 2004), Ethiopia (Gurmessa, 2018; Tura, 2013) and a comparative study of Latin 
American countries (Buta, 2021). This result does not mean that there are no publications on 
public defender’s offices in countries other than these, but only that we did not find studies 
meeting the adopted criteria. Graph 2 shows the number of publications according to country.
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graph 2 – Publications According to Country Investigated

Source: Research data.

Additionally, we found publications across 37 different journals. Five journals contained 
two articles each, while the remainder presented only one publication. The journals that 
most address the topic are linked precisely to the countries in which there were more stud-
ies found: the United States and Brazil. Table 2 shows the number and years of publications 
in the journals that most discuss the topic.

table 2 – Main Journals, Quantity and Year of Publications

PERIODICAL	 NUMBER OF PUBLICATIONS	 PUBLICATION YEARS

GV LAW REVIEW	 2	 2020 AND 2023

CRIMINAL JUSTICE POLICY REVIEW	 2	 2020 AND 2021 

JOURNAL OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION	 2	 2014 AND 2022

JUSTICE SYSTEM JOURNAL	 2	 1991 AND 2022

DENVER LAW REVIEW	 2	 1973 AND 2016

Source: Research data.
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themes representative of the performance of public defender’s offices. In addition, the term 
“indicator” refers to the elements of performance measurement. Finally, we use the expres-
sion “related factors” as issues that potentially affect performance.

3. Results

3.1. Defining the Performance of Public Defender’s Offices

According to the results identified in the literature, the performance of public defender’s 
offices is a multidimensional theme, including the quantity of services provided, the quality 
of services provided and the political impact of their actions. 

In general, the performance of public defender’s offices can be understood as the ability 
to fulfill their functions efficiently, providing quality services to users (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 
2020; Vieira, 2021). The focus of the performance of public defender’s offices, therefore, is 
centered on attention and deliveries to service users, considering the institutions’ mission.

Due to its multidimensional nature, measuring the performance of public defender’s of-
fices offers challenges, including a lack of standardization of indicators, difficulty in collecting 
accurate data and the need to consider regional and institutional specificities.

To assess the performance of public defender’s offices, it is important to consider the 
ongoing training of public servants, as well as the strategic allocation of public defenders. 
Furthermore, implementation of management practices is relevant and needs to be considered 
from the perspective of institutional autonomy, highlighting transparency and connection to 
the mission, vision and values of public defender’s offices (Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; 
Faustino; Batitucci; Cruz, 2023; Nóbrega, 2023; Vidal, 2013).

Among the research identified, the proposal for a performance index for the Brazilian 
Federal Public Defender’s Office (DPU) stands out. It considers, as indicators of institutional 
performance, the number of cases, the number of services, success rate, access, quality of 
service, congestion, processing time, extrajudicial proceedings and time in service units (Buta; 
Gomes; Lima, 2020).

The number of cases category encompasses the number of existing judicial procedures, 
while the number of services provided is linked to the number of users served. The success 
category is related to the outcome of users’ demands. In turn, access corresponds to access 
to justice made possible by public defender’s offices. The quality of service represents the 
satisfaction of those assisted with the service (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020).

The congestion and processing time categories refer to the number of cases in the 
DPU and the duration of cases. In parallel, extrajudicial action refers to the services of 
public defender’s offices performed outside the jurisdictional sphere. Finally, the time in 
service units includes the user’s waiting time and the duration of the service (Buta; Gomes; 
Lima, 2020).



GUILHERME GOMES VIEIRA AND ADALMIR OLIVEIRA GOMES

ESCOLA DE DIREITO DE SÃO PAULO DA FUNDAÇÃO GETULIO VARGAS REV. DIREITO GV  |  SÃO PAULO  |  V. 21  |  e2531  |  2025

 :  12

In addition, theoretical research identified the following dimensions of performance of 
Brazilian public defender’s offices: efficiency, speed, effectiveness, quality, independence and 
access (Vieira, 2021).

Efficiency is linked to productivity and can be measured by the number of judicial and 
extrajudicial proceedings. Speed represents the duration of the process, considering the time 
between receiving the demand and taking action. Effectiveness is linked to the trust category 
and addresses the perceptions of users and participants in the justice system (Vieira, 2021).

In turn, quality represents the merit of demonstrations and success in achieving the 
desired result. Independence means institutional autonomy and is related to allocation of 
public resources and interaction with government agencies. Finally, access represents the 
scope of the action and considers the number of public servants and the number of services 
provided (Vieira, 2021).

However, the two studies mentioned (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vieira, 2021) are related 
to the specific Brazilian reality (the former refers to the Brazilian Federal Public Defender’s 
Office and the latter relates to the State, District, and Federal Public Defender’s Offices of 
Brazil), which may not correspond to the reality of public defender’s offices in other coun-
tries. Thus, it is important to consider a global context to define the dimensions of the per-
formance of these institutions.

This literature review aims to define dimensions, indicators, and performance factors 
of public defender’s offices in any national context, because the dimensions refer to aspects 
that broadly relate to legal assistance, such as user satisfaction and productivity. The spatial 
scope, therefore, goes beyond the Brazilian context by including research on public defender 
offices at a global level.

Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that the general research proposal should be 
analyzed with caution, particularly given the specificities surrounding public defender’s offices 
in different countries. Even within a single country, divergences may exist among the various 
national public defender institutions and the operations of their distinct areas of practice.

In Brazil, for instance, the Federal Public Defender’s Office addresses specific matters, 
such as social security issues, whereas the State and District Public Defender’s Offices are 
responsible for other domains, including domestic violence and inheritance law.

Moreover, State and District Public Defender’s Offices themselves differ from one another, 
especially with regard to their institutional structures and challenges. In terms of staffing, 
Brazil’s 2024 National Public Defender’s Office Survey indicated that the Public Defender’s Office 
of the State of Rio de Janeiro, established in 1954, has 772 public defenders, whereas the 
Public Defender’s Office of the State of Amapá, established in 2019, has 56 public defenders 
(Esteves et al., 2024). These disparities influence both the perception and the assessment of 
institutional performance.

The Public Defender’s Office of the State of Amazonas, for example, faces significant 
challenges in ensuring access to justice for riverside communities, which can only be reached 
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via river transport, given that the population’s access is limited to transportation by boat. 
This reality is not necessarily applicable to other analogous institutions, such as the Public 
Defender’s Office of the Federal District or that of the State of Goiás.

Thus, an analysis must be conducted to assess the compatibility between the performance 
criteria identified in the literature review and the specific context of the public defender’s 
office under investigation, with the aim of adapting any proposed measurement criteria to 
the organization’s operations.

Defining and measuring performance in public defender’s offices is essential for im-
proving the services provided and ensuring access to justice for vulnerable populations. In 
the next section, we present reflections on performance dimensions of public defender’s 
offices.

3.2. Performance Dimensions of Public Defender’s Offices

After conceptualizing the performance of public defender’s offices, the literature review 
identified two dimensions related to this theoretical construct, which we present together 
with the theoretical reference basis in Table 3.

table 3 – Performance Dimensions of Public Defender’s Offices According 
to the Reviewed Studies

PERFORMANCE DIMENSION	 THEORETICAL BASIS

IN-HOUSE PRODUCTION	 AGUIAR-AGUILAR (2021); ALVES SILVA (2017); BUTA; GOMES; LIMA (2020); CAMPBELL;  

	 HENDERSON (2022); DAVIES; WORDEN (2017); FAUSTINO; BATITUCCI; CRUZ (2023);  

	 JAFFE (2018); KOCIVAR ET AL. (1973); SHARMA; STOLZENBERG; D’ALESSIO (2022);  

	 VIANNA; BURGOS (2005); VIDAL (2013, 2014); WELCH (2004)

USER SATISFACTION	 AGUIAR-AGUILAR (2021); BUTA; GOMES; LIMA (2020); BUTA; SILVA FILHO (2016);  

	 CAMPBELL ET AL. (2015); JOE (2020); KOCIVAR ET AL. (1973); MOORE ET AL. (2020);  

	 NÓBREGA (2023); PERSCH; LEAL; DAROLT JÚNIOR (2023); TATA ET AL. (2004); VIEIRA;  

	 RADOMYSLER (2015)

Source: Research data.

Regarding the “production” dimension, discussions began in the 1970s, with an initial 
focus on the number of solutions proposed and work performed. This dimension continues 
to be discussed in the literature, with the inclusion of new criteria, such as time, effort and 
success rate. 
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Productivity indicators refers to cases under the responsability of public defenders (Buta; 
Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vidal, 2013; Worden, 1991). More than the number of cases under the 
responsibility of public defenders (demand), one must analyze the number of motions filed 
on behalf of the user, the time spent to resolve issues, the effort in developing cases (Aguiar-
Aguilar, 2021; Worden, 1991) and the number of legal counseling services provided to users 
(Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vidal, 2014).

It is possible that a single case handle by a public defender may require several procedural 
motions and various legal consultations. For example, a child support lawsuit may require 
an initial petition, closing arguments, and appeal, in addition to several in-person or virtual 
consultations to clarify the user’s legal questions.

It is important, however, to consider that excessive caseload, with more cases directed 
to defenders than would be appropriate, is a negative aspect that impairs the performance 
of the work carried out, including in relation to tasks that go beyond usual activities, such as 
administrative management of staff and service optimization through the implementation of 
new ideas or technologies, among other tasks not directly related to legal aid  (Vidal, 2013; 
Welch, 2004). Thus, one must pay attention to this quantitative aspect (Jaffe, 2018), espe-
cially to ensure a reasonable number of cases under the responsibility of the public defender 
(Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Campbell; Henderson, 2022).

It is necessary to measure production based on the work developed by the entire team 
of a public defender’s office, including defenders and collaborators in general. Further-
more, depending on a public defender’s office functions, it is necessary to consider judicial 
and extrajudicial actions (Alves Silva, 2017; Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Faustino; Bati-
tucci; Cruz, 2023; Vidal, 2014), individual and collective work (Alves Silva, 2017; Buta; 
Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vianna; Burgos, 2005) and national and international actions (Alves 
Silva, 2017), as is the case of the Brazilian Public Defender’s Office, which encompasses 
all these aspects.

The diverse activities of the Brazilian Public Defender’s Office may be included within the 
overarching objective of promoting the fundamental rights of the most vulnerable segments 
of the population, whether through individual or collective action, in judicial, extrajudicial 
or international contexts (Bastos, 2023). The aim, therefore, is the protection of the popula-
tion’s human rights and the promotion of access to justice (Braga; Liberato, 2021).

Analyzing the number of complaints and services, as well as the time and effort dedicated 
to resolving them, is important to understand the performance of the public defender’s of-
fice, especially when considering that this institution is responsible for providing services to 
a significant number of individuals. In addition, time is an important criterion, whether for 
analyzing a case or for making the necessary referrals, which is linked to the speed of the 
measures taken (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020; Vidal, 2013).

In addition, input indicators (qualitative aspect), which consider the substance of the 
decision and how favorable it was, stand out (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Buta; Gomes; Lima, 
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2020; Worden, 1991), even if there is no complete success of the claim presented, but 
partial gains or less unfavorable situations (Sharma; Stolzenberg; D’Alessio, 2022; Zane; 
Singer; Welsh, 2021). In the reality of public defender’s offices, obtaining a partially fa-
vorable result such as the reduction of a criminal penalty, even if there is no acquittal, 
constitute success, in some way, especially when it is a case in which a complete victory is 
impossible or difficult to achieve. In this sense, not only the result is considered, but also 
the strategies used and the paths taken to achieve the objective and the user’s interests 
(Kocivar et al., 1973).

Considering the strategic path used – and not only the results – is important to analyze 
the performance of public defender’s offices (Davies; Worden, 2017), especially when con-
sidering that the cases under the responsibility of the institution are not chosen but rather 
received due to the need for institutional action resulting from the vulnerability of the user. 
There is no selection of cases with the greatest chance of sucess. 

In summary, based on previous studies that dealt with the “production” dimension, the 
performance of public defender’s offices can be defined as the number of cases analyzed, 
statements prepared and services provided, considering the time spent, the outcome of the 
case and the number of professionals involved in the work.

Regarding the “user satisfaction” dimension, literature indicates that the first publication 
appeared in the 1970s, with an increase in the number of discussions in the last ten years 
(with at least one publication per year). Although the discussions began a considerable time 
ago, this dimension has been consolidated more recently. User satisfaction is clearly impor-
tant because it assesses the degree of satisfaction with the services provided, considering that 
public defender’s offices work to protect the rights of vulnerable populations. Thus, feedback 
and opinions from users of these institutions’ services are important.

The perception of quality in the provision of public services varies according to users’ 
expectations and personal experiences (Butkus et al., 2023). Thus, improving the provision 
of services in the public sector involves identifying users’ desires and needs and improving 
their satisfaction with the services received (Nor et al., 2022), notably when considering the 
uniqueness of public organizations and the importance of the user’s perspective (Witesman; 
Silvia; Child, 2022).

The user-centered focus allows assessments and solutions to be built based on opin-
ions of the service recipients, who are aware of their needs and difficulties (Hagan, 2019; 
Toohey et al., 2019).

It is important to establish dialogues with groups in vulnerable situations, so that social 
participation and the perception of users regarding the public defender’s action plan sup-
port the confirmation and reformulation of institutional priorities (Vieira; Radomysler, 
2015).

Thus, user satisfaction is important for institutional performance (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 
2020; Moore et al., 2020; Tata et al., 2004; Vidal, 2013), including the perception that the 
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user is being heard (Kocivar et al., 1973) and that the public defender analyzes the specific 
case, uses time efficiently and alerts the user about possible outcomes (Campbell et al., 2015).

It is important to emphasize that, in a context of case overload, as well as constant 
pressure and stress (Joe, 2020; Ogletree, 1995; Sharma; Stolzenberg; D’Alessio, 2022), 
the full availability of the public defender does not always meet the user’s expectations 
(Tata et al., 2004).

Thus, it is important to enable regular communication between the public defender and 
the user, considering mode, accessibility and empathy (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Moore et al., 
2020). Satisfaction is also related to the fact that the user understands the legal and procedural 
terms and how the justice system works (Tata et al., 2004; Tura, 2013).

Research on people-centered legal services is a promising topic for study in the field of 
access to justice, especially due to the dialogue between administrators and users, which 
allows for planning and improvements in the provision of public services (Nóbrega, 2023; 
Torlig; Gomes; Lunardi, 2023). Specifically in relation to public defender’s offices, it is rel-
evant to identify the user’s point of view regarding the provision of legal assistance (Buta; 
Silva Filho, 2016).

Institutional initiatives must take into account barriers to access to justice, which include 
financial, cultural, racial, geographic and gender issues, among others that affect vulnerable 
populations (Persch; Leal; Darolt Júnior, 2023; Torlig; Gomes; Lunardi, 2023). 

In short, the user satisfaction dimension considers that performance of public defender’s 
offices is conceptualized as the level of satisfaction of the population served by these institu-
tions in terms of availability, ease of access and communication, considering the expectations 
and needs of users and facilitation of access to justice.

Analyzing the results of the literature review, it is possible to systematize the performance 
dimensions of public defender’s offices into two groups: the first focused on the organizational 
perspective, with dimensions that are linked to the performance of public defender’s offices as 
organizations; and the second focused on the individual perspective, with dimensions related 
to the activity of public defenders and staff.

Regarding the organizational perspective, the related measures must be implemented 
within the scope of public defender’s offices, encompassing the “production” dimension. 
Regarding the individual perspective, the measures are directed at the professionals who 
constitute public defender’s offices, encompassing the “user satisfaction” dimension. On the 
one hand, the production dimension has an institutional focus, precisely because it requires 
analyses at the organizational level of public defender’s offices. On the other hand, the user 
satisfaction dimension is focused on the individual, since it relates to public defender’s office 
staff and the users of the institution.

Furthermore, it is possible to categorize the dimensions into objective and subjective 
perspectives. The objective dimension represents results achieved through measurements, 
while the subjective dimension reflects individuals’ perception of the outputs developed. In 
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this sense, the “production” dimension is included in the objective category, given its focus 
on the decisions drafted and services provided. The “user satisfaction” dimension reflects the 
subjective perspective, as it considers users’ understanding and opinions.

The “user satisfaction” dimension was categorized from a subjective perspective, in-
tended to reflect users’ perceptions. The existence of satisfaction and trust scales is not 
unknown, which, despite presenting measurements of objective criteria, are linked to the 
perception rather than the measurement of the result itself. Figure 2 highlights the dimen-
sions identified according to organizational, individual, objective and subjective elements.

figure 2 – Classification of Performance Dimensions of Public Defender’s 
Offices

Source: Research data based on the reviewed studies.

The “production” dimension reflects the indicators “number of requests and services”; 
“time to analyze the case and take action”; and “number of actions whose results meet the 
request presented”. The former indicator includes actions and support at the individual, 
collective, judicial, extrajudicial, national and international levels. The latter can be mea-
sured in terms of days/hours, to enable the analysis of the time elapsed between receipt 
of the request and the initiation of action. The third indicator corresponds to the success 
of the public defender’s office’s performance, reflecting total or partial success, as well as 
the rejection of the request.

In turn, the “user satisfaction” dimension encompasses the indicators “number of chan-
nels available for user service”; “number of user complaints”; and “number of days between 
user request and response from the public defender’s office”. The first indicator covers the 
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accessibility of public defender services, which includes in-person and remote services 
(telephone or messaging apps) and considers potential user obstacles (digital exclusion, 
visual/hearing impairment, among other issues). The second highlights the quality of the 
information provided by public defender’s offices, reflected in the number of complaints 
filed, especially to the respective ombudsman offices, bodies formally responsible for re-
ceiving user complaints. The third indicator represents the regularity of communication 
between the user and the public defender’s office, in particular, those communications 
involving information provided to the user about their case. Table 4 shows the relationship 
between these dimensions and their respective performance indicators.

table 4 – Public defender’s offices performance dimensions and measure-
ment variables/indicators

DIMENSIONS	 PERFORMANCE VARIABLES AND INDICATORS

PRODUCTION	 • NUMBER OF MOTIONS AND LEGAL SERVICES 

		  • TIME TO ANALYZE THE CASE AND INITIATE ACTION 

		  • NUMBER OF MEASURES WHOSE RESULTS MEET THE REQUEST

USER SATISFACTION	 • NUMBER OF AVAILABLE CHANNELS FOR USER SERVICE 

		  • NUMBER OF USER COMPLAINTS 

		  • NUMBER OF COMMUNICATIONS DIRECTED AT THE USER

Source: Research data based on the reviewed studies.

The measurement indicators enable detailed analyses for each of the dimensions, encom-
passing proposals identified in the literature review that contribute to the provision of legal 
assistance. The model presented, therefore, provides support for identifying the performance 
of public defender’s offices and alternatives for measuring it, without excluding additional 
details for each indicator.

The quantitative and qualitative dimensions of public defenders’ performance are relevant, 
as they allow for the assessment of both the end users’ perception of legal aid services and the 
internal productivity of public defender’s office staff. In turn, performance indicators break 
down these dimensions to enable more detailed analyses of public defense service delivery – 
through either quantitative or qualitative research.

In the next section, we present considerations on the factors associated with the perfor-
mance of public defender’s offices at the individual and institutional levels.
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3.3. Factors associated with the Performance of Public Defender’s Offices and 
Public Defenders

The reviewed publications highlight the main factors associated with the performance of 
public defenders. These factors identified were: experience/training of public defenders 
(Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Ang; Blajer de la Garza, 2021; Eagly et al., 2022), guarantee of insti-
tutional structure (Gottlieb; Arnold, 2021; Kocivar et al., 1973), salary of public defenders 
and employees (Anderson; Heaton, 2011; Changhai; Sonin, 2017; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 
2018; Roach, 2017), autonomy of the institution (Anderson; Heaton, 2011; Buta; Teixeira; 
Fernandes, 2022; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 2015; Joe, 2020; Juárez Ortiz, 2019; Kocivar 
et al., 1973; Ogletree, 1995; Snellenburg, 1985), workload (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Buta; 
Gomes; Lima, 2020; Jaffe, 2018; Vidal, 2014; Welch, 2004) and support staff (Gottlieb; 
Arnold, 2021; Kocivar et al., 1973).

Regarding training, the literature points out the need for public defenders to stay 
up-to-date in their knowledge, as well as ongoing training and improvement to perform 
their duties (Ang; Garza, 2021). Thus, regular training of public defenders is important 
for professional improvement, which generates a positive impact on institutional activities 
(Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Ang; Blajer de la Garza, 2021; Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; Buta; 
Guimarães; Akutsu, 2020; Changhai; Sonin, 2017; Eagly et al., 2022; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-
Ávila, 2015, 2018; Kocivar et al., 1973; Ogletree, 1995; Welch, 2004).

In turn, at the institutional level, conditions of physical infrastructure are an impor-
tant factor in the performance of defenders and public defender’s offices (Kocivar et al., 
1973), especially in relation to the service space and offices (Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 
2015; Vidal, 2014). Additionally, the development of action protocols (Eagly et al., 2022) 
and technological systems capable of facilitating the work developed by public defenders 
can assist in the activities carried out (Vidal, 2014), including the collection of infor-
mation, which helps to monitor work and analyze risks, errors, and results (Metzger; 
Ferguson, 2015).

Salary is another factor that impacts the performance of public defender’s offices, espe-
cially considering that low pay is not compatible with the complexity and difficulty of the 
work (Anderson; Heaton, 2011; Changhai; Sonin, 2017; Davies; Worden, 2017; Roach, 2017). 
Furthermore, it is necessary to consider the comparison of public defenders’ remuneration 
with earnings in other, similar public careers – especially in relation to prosecutors (Fix-
Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 2018) and judges (Huang; Chen; Lin, 2010).

The literature also indicates a positive association between performance and institutional 
autonomy. Some studies emphasize that it is important for public defender’s offices to have 
functional autonomy from other public institutions (Juárez Ortiz, 2019; Snellenburg, 1985), 
especially the Legislative, Executive and Judicial Branches, to avoid political interference in 
the institution’s work (Anderson; Heaton, 2011; Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; Joe, 2020; 
Kocivar et al., 1973; Ogletree, 1995). Such autonomy is especially relevant when the public 
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defender’s office has the power to litigate against the State, which further reinforces the need 
to protect the institution against political repercussions.

Some studies draw attention to the need for caution regarding the autonomy of public 
defender’s offices, since this prerogative does not necessarily lead to a maximization of 
performance (Buta; Gomes; Lima, 2020). This prerogative can make supervision by other 
institutions and society difficult, a situation that may enable priorities not compatible with 
improving legal assistance (Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; Cunha, 2020).

Therefore, it is important to monitor the activities of public defender’s offices, precisely 
in order to ensure accountability (Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022; Worden, 1991). As with the 
public prosecutor’s offices, public defender’s offices must be responsible for managing their 
resources and maintaining direct dialogue with the Legislative Branch to obtain the budget-
ary resources necessary to provide public services (Patton, 2017).

Greater autonomy of public defender’s offices may create distance between this in-
stitution and political representatives responsible for distributing public resources, since 
their dependence would tend to decrease (Buta; Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022). Autonomy, 
therefore, must ensure the adequate performance of public defender’s offices and, at the 
same time, guarantee that there is sufficient budget allocation for their activities (Buta; 
Teixeira; Fernandes, 2022), without resulting in institutional isolation (Buta, 2021; Buta; 
Guimarães; Akutsu, 2020).

Some studies indicate that it would be advisable to have a fixed budgetary percent-
age to cover the costs of public defender’s offices (Patton, 2017), since the existence of 
sufficient budgetary allocations is essential for the performance of institutional activities 
(Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Davies; Worden, 2017; Eagly et al., 2022; Jaffe, 2018; Joe, 2020; 
Ogletree, 1995).

Dispute over budget is a complex phenomenon that also affects financial contributions 
to other organizations, making the situation even more challenging. It is important, how-
ever, to consider the medium- and long-term cost-benefit of investing in public defender’s 
offices, especially when considering the reduction of State expenses, such as in cases of 
unduly arrested individuals who are then released (Goriely, 2003; Gottlieb; Arnold, 2021; 
Jaffe, 2018).

Autonomy, therefore, is an important theoretical construct in the performance of public 
defender’s offices, as it represents a condition for the work carried out by these institutions 
in terms of freedom of activities.

In turn, cooperation with other institutions, including those outside the justice system, 
is a favorable factor for the performance of public defender’s offices, since it allows the 
institution to occupy spaces, encourage education on rights and promote human rights, 
and establish partnerships with collectives, social movements, universities and other pub-
lic or private organizations (Azhar-Graham; Gallo, 2021; Buta; Guimarães; Akutsu, 2020; 
Carvalho; Rocha, 2020; Galeb et al., 2022; Gurmessa, 2018; Welch, 2004).
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Thus, collaboration with different actors expands the scope of public defender’s office ac-
tivities and supports adaptation to the complexity required in certain situations, such as when 
working with experts and technicians on specific topics (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Eagly et al., 
2022; Fix-Fierro; Suárez-Ávila, 2015; Joe, 2016; Welch, 2004). 

Regular work among public defenders, judges and prosecutors helps consolidate a rela-
tionship of trust and, consequently, creates a cooperative environment. Despite this, care is 
necessary to ensure that close relationships between the different actors do not undermine the 
institutional functions of public defender’s offices by blurring the private and public spheres 
or creating family ties (Garau; Babo, 2022).

Each of these professions has specific duties that may present conflicting interests. For 
example, the objectives of the public defender’s office may diverge from those of the public 
prosecutor’s office. It is also possible that motions filed by the public defender be denied. In 
this sense, any personal relationships among the professionals involved may interfere with 
their public duties.

Furthermore, among the factors related to the performance of public defender’s of-
fices highlighted in the literature review, support staff and workload are components in 
Brazil’s 2024 National Public Defender’s Office Survey (Esteves et al., 2024), corresponding, 
respectively, to the categories of staff structure and functional performance. In Brazil, both 
factors appear to be important in influencing the performance of public defender’s offices.

In the Brazilian context, regarding support staff, 81.8% of public defenders consider 
the support personnel structure to be inadequate or entirely insufficient for carrying out 
institutional activities. This percentage has not shown statistically significant variation when 
compared to public defenders’ perceptions since 2014 (Esteves et al., 2024). A study con-
ducted by the Brazilian Ministry of Justice indicated that, in 2015, 79.8% of state and district 
public defenders perceived the staffing structure of public defender’s offices as inadequate 
(Ministério da Justiça, 2015).

Moreover, workload is also a significant factor in the Brazilian context. In 2015, 83.3% 
of public defenders in Brazil reported that the amount of work under the responsibility of 
public defender’s offices was excessive (Ministério da Justiça, 2015).

The number of services provided by Brazilian public defender’s offices has shown con-
tinuous growth, except for 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2023, Brazilian public 
defender’s offices reached a historic milestone of 24,635,990 services rendered, representing 
a 12.6% increase compared to the figure recorded in 2022 and a 594.5% increase relative 
to the volume reported in 2003. An increase was also observed in the number of motions 
(17,888,963 in 2023) and in the number of new lawsuits (2,341,090 in 2023), reflecting a 
significant workload.

Regarding workload, some studies indicate that there must be a reasonable number of 
demands directed at the public defender, especially so that activities are carried out carefully 
and thoroughly (Aguiar-Aguilar, 2021; Jaffe, 2018; Sharma; Stolzenberg; D’Alessio, 2022). 
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This situation is sensitive given the usual overload of activities linked to the services provided 
by public defenders, which affects the fulfillment of the public defender’s duties (Joe, 2020; 
Ogletree, 1995).

In the Brazilian context, the multiplicity of functions of public defender’s offices (indi-
vidual, collective, judicial, extrajudicial, national and international) and the different areas of 
service provision (criminal, civil, administrative, health, among others) intensify the workload 
of defenders, since there is a wide range of duties to be performed by them. The plurality 
of public defender’s office duties is reflected in Brazil’s 2024 National Public Defender’s Office 
Survey, in which the category of functional performance encompasses the criteria of services 
provided, cases generated, official letters issued, requests issued, procedural statements, col-
lective actions filed, out-of-court settlements made, actions before international bodies for 
the protection of human rights, calls received via call center and services provided by the 
Ombudsman’s Office (Esteves et al., 2024).

It is also important to highlight that, following Constitutional Amendment 45/2004, 
state public defender’s offices acquired functional and administrative autonomy, as well as 
the authority to initiate their own budget proposals (Silva; Flauzina, 2021). Constitutional 
Amendment 74/2013 extended these provisions to district and federal public defender’s 
offices. In this way, the new institutional profile conceived for the public defender’s office 
ensured prerogatives similar to those granted to the judiciary and the public prosecutor’s 
office, such as security of tenure (Buta; Guimarães; Akutsu, 2020). Regarding the support 
team, the adequacy of the personnel structure is relevant, especially regarding the number 
of public defenders and employees. Thus, despite the central role of public defenders in the 
work of public defender’s offices, the existence of professionals who support implementation 
of activities is important for the work to be carried out effectively (Gottlieb; Arnold, 2021; 
Kocivar et al., 1973).

The support team must include legal professionals and collaborators from other areas, 
such as social workers (Gottlieb; Arnold, 2021). Table 5 summarizes the findings in the re-
viewed literature and shows the factors associated with the performance of public defenders 
(individual level) and public defender’s offices (organizational level).
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table 5 – Factors Associated with the Performance of Public Defenders 
and Public Defender’s Offices and Respective References

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH PERFORMANCE	 REFERENCES

PUBLIC DEFENDERS	 PUBLIC DEFENDER	 AGUIAR-AGUILAR (2021); ANG; BLAJER DE LA GARZA 

		  EXPERIENCE/TRAINING	  (2021); EAGLY ET AL. (2022)

		  SALARY	 ANDERSON; HEATON (2011); CHANGHAI; SONIN  

			   (2017); FIX-FIERRO; SUÁREZ-ÁVILA (2018); ROACH  

			   (2017)

		  WORKLOAD	 AGUIAR-AGUILAR (2021); BUTA; GOMES; LIMA (2020); 

			   JAFFE (2018); VIDAL (2014); WELCH (2004)

		  ADEQUATE SUPPORT TEAM	 GOTTLIEB; ARNOLD (2021); KOCIVAR ET AL. (1973)

PUBLIC DEFENDER’S OFFICES	 INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE	 GOTTLIEB; ARNOLD (2021); KOCIVAR ET AL. (1973)

		  AUTONOMY	 ANDERSON; HEATON (2011); BUTA; TEIXEIRA;  

			   FERNANDES (2022); FIX-FIERRO; SUÁREZ-ÁVILA  

			   (2015); JOE (2020); JUÁREZ ORTIZ (2019); KOCIVAR  

			   ET AL. (1973); OGLETREE (1995); SNELLENBURG (1985)

		  INSTITUTIONAL PARTNERSHIPS	 AZHAR-GRAHAM; GALLO (2021); BUTA; GUIMARÃES;  

			   AKUTSU (2020); CARVALHO; ROCHA (2020); EAGLY ET AL. 

			   (2022); FIX-FIERRO; SUÁREZ-ÁVILA (2015); GALEB ET AL. 

			   (2022); GURMESSA (2018); WELCH (2004)

Source: Research data based on the reviewed studies (2023).

The literature identifies different factors related to the performance of public de-
fenders, which involve personal aspects of the professional, as well as issues linked to 
the profession, such as workload, salary and technical support. In addition, the review 
identified institutional elements that affect the performance of public defender’s offices, 
such as the organizational structure, independence of action and collaborative work with 
other institutions.

Conclusion
Public defender’s offices are institutions that provide legal aid for vulnerable popula-
tions. The social and legal relevance of public defender’s offices demands improvement 
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of their activities, notably to provide high-quality public service that benefits vulnerable 
populations.

The existence of public defender’s offices cannot, therefore, be merely formal to justify, 
in an illusory way, the guarantee of defense of the rights of vulnerable populations. It is nec-
essary to guarantee the structuring and improvement of an institution that can perform its 
functions adequately, ensuring continuous improvement in performance.

This paper systematizes the literature related to the research object and suggests cat-
egorizationing of two dimensions of performance of public defender’s offices, grouped into 
institutional and personal focuses, which allow for further investigation into improving 
service provision.

The production dimension refers to productivity variables. Number of motions, legal 
assistance and time to analyze the case are important indicators of performance of public 
defender’s offices. The user satisfaction dimension considers whether users are satisfied with 
the services provided. The number of user complaints and communications is relevant to 
improving people-centered legal services.   

The research presents theoretical and social contributions to advance the identified dis-
cussions, as it provides ways to identify and measure performance, which has the potential 
to improve legal aid. These contributions can provide support for practical changes in public 
defender’s office activity.

The literature on the performance of public defender’s offices presents discussions re-
lated to the identified dimensions, but it continues to lack complementary studies to advance 
scholarship in the field and to deepen the discussions.

Despite having been a topic of discussion for decades (with greater scientific produc-
tion in the last ten years), further research is required, especially in countries other than 
the United States, which accounts for half of the studies identified. There are research gaps, 
for example, in investigating the performance of public defender’s offices in areas other 
than criminal law. Furthermore, specific research in different areas of practice should be 
considered, since public defender’s offices have a wide range of institutional functions. For 
example, indicators that work for the civil area may not apply to collective litigation, since 
there exist distinct particularities to those fields. As such, specific analysis for each type of 
activity or area is required.

As a research agenda, regarding the “production” dimension, future studies can offer per-
formance indicators for the number of cases, statements and services, considering the time 
required to take action, through triangulation of data from the public defender’s offices and 
related organizations. Future research can also analyze whether the existence of centers spe-
cialized in certain issues makes difference in institutional performance (for example, centers 
for domestic violence against women, the prison system and racial equality).

Finally, regarding the “user satisfaction” dimension, it is important to produce research 
on metrics to measure user satisfaction, especially regarding the population’s perception of 
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the legal aid provided by public defender’s offices. These studies should identify the needs 
and desires of users, as well as barriers to access to justice.
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