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Can Courts Be More User-Friendly?
How Satisfaction Surveys Can Promote Trust 
and Access to Justice 

For many, courts can be intimidating, confusing, and discouraging. But small 
changes can go a long way to improving litigants’ experience. This document 
explains how satisfaction surveys can help courts identify problems, 
inefficiencies, and things that visitors to the court might find confusing or unsafe. 
While we focus on cases involving domestic violence, satisfaction surveys can 
provide useful information in all kinds of cases and situations.

Research on procedural justice shows that while 
a case outcome may not always be what the 
parties want, the way a litigant experiences the 
process is more important.  In domestic violence 
cases, survivors who feel respected and heard are 
more likely to view the court as a resource. And 
abusive partners who understand the terms of 
the order and feel like they were treated fairly 
show higher rates of compliance. However, 
in order for courts to be more responsive to 
litigant needs they need to hear directly from 
them. Satisfaction surveys are a great tool to 
measure and address those experiences without 
compromising ex parte communication.

What is a satisfaction survey?
A satisfaction survey is a survey distributed to 
people who have engaged with the court in some 
form. These surveys are used to ask people about 
their experience with the court. Surveys are 
typically simple, available in multiple languages, 
and shared in paper and online formats. 

Why use a satisfaction survey?
Satisfaction surveys can help courts identify 
problems, unsafe practices, and inefficiencies 

that needlessly complicate the court process 
for users. Surveys can also promote trust in the 
justice system and provide litigants with a voice. 
While courts may worry that litigant feedback 
will be negative, the results of a satisfaction 
survey can also be a morale boost to staff by 
showcasing strengths and serving as motivation 
to act in areas that need improvement. Staff may 
also be concerned about how the results of a 
survey will be shared or that the issues identified 
are outside their power to change. Such concerns 
are valid and should be addressed through 
careful, collaborative planning with a multi-
disciplinary team.

Many courts have successfully used satisfaction 
surveys to enhance their court processes. Even 
small changes can make a big impact on litigant 
experiences. Examples include: making signage 
clear in a variety of languages about where to file 
for an order of protection, training court staff, 
strengthening referral processes so all parties 
know how to access services, and creating safe 
waiting areas for petitioners that are separate 
from where respondents wait.  
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How to create a satisfaction survey

1.	 Make sure that you have the buy-in from 
the court. Having the support and leadership 
from a judge or court administrator is 
essential to creating a survey that the court 
will use. It will also encourage the buy-in of 
other stakeholders.  

2.	 Invite stakeholders involved in domestic 
violence cases to participate in a planning 
committee. Committee members may include 
judges, court staff, attorneys, advocates, and 
community members.  

3.	 Determine the committee’s goals and what 
the satisfaction survey will measure. For 
example, the committee may decide it wants 
to measure procedural justice and the tenets of 
voice, respect, understanding, and neutrality 
in domestic violence cases. Or perhaps, the 
committee will want to focus on court safety 
and security or whether respondents know 
and understand the terms of the order. In 
selecting the focus, prioritize areas of need 
and consider what changes might easily be 
made. Determine who the survey will be given 
to. Discuss and be clear about how the results 
of the survey will be shared.  

4.	 Design questions to promote access. Some 
courts have enlisted the help of researchers 
from local colleges or universities to help 
create the questions. Care should be taken 
to write the survey in plain English for a 
third-grade reading level, as well as translate 
the questions to the top-spoken languages in 
the community. Keep the survey simple to 
encourage responses from a variety of people. 
  

5.	 Decide how to share the survey. Some courts 
have created online surveys, while others 
have used hard copies. Either option will 
require creating a process. Some courts set 
up a kiosk or table where court users can 
complete a digital or hard copy survey. Others 
may designate staff who give out the survey. 
It is important to clearly communicate the 
purpose of the survey and explain to anyone 

filling it out that their feedback will not affect 
their case and that it is confidential.  

6.	 Determine who will organize the data. 
Decide how responses will be collected and 
shared with the committee. Task someone 
with organizing the results.  

7.	 Share the survey. You might consider piloting 
a preliminary version of the survey and 
disseminating it in different ways to see 
what methods receive a higher response rate. 
Reassess and adjust as needed.  

What to do with the results from the satisfaction 
survey
Collecting litigant feedback is merely the first 
step. Courts build trust with the community by 
responding to people’s concerns and making a 
commitment to improve the court experience. 
Work with the committee to review survey 
responses and decide what changes might be 
made to respond to people’s concerns. Share 
positive results with others in the court system 
to highlight strengths. Look for areas of concern 
that can easily and quickly be addressed. 
Prioritize areas that represent serious safety 
concerns and consider setting up subcommittees 
to address them.  

▪▪ Be transparent about the changes you make 
with court staff and with the public. Let 
litigants know that they gave feedback and 
you listened. 

▪▪ Set up an ongoing process by which survey 
results continue to be tracked, monitored, 
and shared. 

Sample Satisfaction Surveys
The following are a selection of satisfaction 
surveys collected from courts across the country. 
Special thanks to the following jurisdictions 
for sharing: Ada County, Idaho; New Jersey; 
Cuyahoga County, Ohio; Minnesota; and 
Washtenaw County, Michigan. 

1   Procedural justice refers to the perceived fairness of justice 

procedures and interpersonal treatment of litigants, victims, and 

defendants. The central tenets include: voice, respect, neutrality, 
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understanding, and helpfulness. For more information, see 

Integrating Procedural Justice in Domestic Violence Cases.

For More Information
E-mail: info@courtinnovation.org

This project is supported by grant 2015-TA-AX-K023 awarded 

by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. Department 

of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations expressed in this program are those of the 

authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. 

Department of Justice.

https://www.courtinnovation.org/publications/integrating-procedural-justice-domestic-violence-cases-practice-guide
mailto:info%40courtinnovation.org?subject=
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Appendices

A. This sample is an excerpt of a survey developed by the Center for Court Innovation. While this sample is 

directed to petitioners, any court wishing to develop their own version should ensure to also develop a survey 

for respondents.

B. This optional offender survey from Ada County, Idaho is distributed electronically to those who are 

successful and unsuccessful in probation. The survey questions may be skipped for those who prefer not 

to answer. Probation officers explain that the answers are not tied to an individual case and thus cannot be 

tracked. It is intended to improve the justice system. It is reviewed twice a year to look for trends.

C. NEW JERSEY COURTS 

D. CUYAHOGA COUNTY, OHIO

E. MINNESOTA

F. This is a sample script from Washtenaw County, Michigan for judges to encourage everyone (whether 

observers, witnesses, jurors, people in custody, police officers, attorneys, etc.) in the courtroom to provide 

anonymous feedback. It was designed in collaboration with the National Center for State Courts as part of an 

access to justice project for the American Judges Association.

G. This survey developed by the Center for Court Innovation measured litigant experiences with the 

Integrated Domestic Violence (IDV) Court. The IDV Court is a specialized domestic violence court model in 

which one judge hears criminal domestic violence and related family cases.
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APPENDIX A This sample is an excerpt of a survey developed by the Center for Court Innovation. 

While this sample is directed to petitioners, any court wishing to develop their own version should ensure to 

also develop a survey for respondents.

Strongly 

Agree

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

Disagree

The judge understood my request.

The judge took my request seriously.

I believe the court will learn of violations of 

the protective order.

I believe the court will respond to 

violations of the protective order.

I understand my rights as a petitioner. 

Overall, I got the outcome I wanted in 

court.

I was treated with respect in court.

I was treated fairly in court.

I would request assistance from the court 

in the future if needed

My experience in court will make me more 

likely to request court assistance again if 

needed.

My experience in court will make me less 

likely to request court assistance again if 

needed.

Please indicate how strongly you agree with each of the following statements about your 

recent experience in court asking for an Emergency Protective Order.
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APPENDIX B This optional offender survey from Ada County, Idaho is distributed electronically to 

those who are successful and unsuccessful in probation. The survey questions may be skipped for those who 

prefer not to answer. Probation officers explain that the answers are not tied to an individual case and thus 

cannot be tracked. It is intended to improve the justice system. It is reviewed twice a year to look for trends.
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX B (continued)
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APPENDIX C: NEW JERSEY COURTS
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APPENDIX D: CUYAHOGA COUNTY, OHIO
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APPENDIX D (continued)
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APPENDIX E: MINNESOTA
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APPENDIX F: This is a sample script from Washtenaw County, Michigan for judges to encourage 

everyone (whether observers, witnesses, jurors, people in custody, police officers, attorneys, etc.) in the 

courtroom to provide anonymous feedback. It was designed in collaboration with the National Center for State 

Courts as part of an access to justice project for the American Judges Association.
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APPENDIX G: This survey developed by the Center for Court Innovation measured litigant 

experiences with the Integrated Domestic Violence (IDV) Court. The IDV Court is a specialized domestic 

violence court model in which one judge hears criminal domestic violence and related family cases.
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)



24

Can Courts Be More User-Friendly?: How Satisfaction Surveys Can Promote Trust and Access to Justice               

APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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APPENDIX G (continued)
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