
 
 

Great Expectations, Great Grievances: The Politics of Citizens’ Complaints in India 
 

Gabrielle Kruks-Wisner* 
University of Virginia 

 
Forthcoming, Comparative Politics  

(accepted for publication: July 25, 2020) 
 
 

To complain to and about government is an essential political act, with 
consequences for citizen-state relations. This article examines these dynamics in 
the policing sector, through a study of grievance redressal hearings in the Indian 
state of Madhya Pradesh. The hearings provide a critical channel to justice for some 
of the most marginalized, including women. However, most participants become 
less satisfied following their hearings, as initial hopes are dashed against the 
constraints of local policing. The study highlights the promise and limits of formal 
complaints mechanisms, which can amplify citizens’ voices but—when coupled 
with an expectations gap—can also deepen grievances. Complaining, I argue, is a 
powerful but at times paradoxical form of voice, conditioned by citizens’ 
expectations and by state capacity. 
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1. Introduction 

By 10 o’clock in the morning a crowd had gathered outside a rural district police headquarters in 

Madhya Pradesh (MP), in north-central India. It was Tuesday, the day of the regular Jan 

Sunwai—a public hearing held by senior officials across government departments. Among those 

gathered was an elderly man, who claimed that his sons had taken his land, leaving him without 

shelter or income. Unsatisfied with the response at his local police station, he had traveled hours 

to attend the Jan Sunwai. When his turn came, the Superintendent of Police (SP)—the district’s 

senior-most police official—asked the man to sit and listened to his story. The SP then asked an 

officer to record the details of the case, and to place a call to the local land registry. He also 

asked the officer to offer the man tea and biscuits.1  

This interaction was striking to observe. First, it took place in rural India, a setting noted 

for variable public administration and for often callous treatment of citizens by officials.2 The 

mere act of being asked to sit in the presence of a senior official signaled a degree of courtesy 

often lacking in such encounters. Second, it took place within the police: a sector of government 

often perceived as lacking of downward accountability to citizens.3 Even more striking, the issue 

in question did not fall directly under police purview, but should have been directed to the local 

land registry. And yet, rather than simply send the man away, the SP attempted to make a 

referral—an unusual act in a fragmented governance environment.  

The interaction above, and others like it observed over six months of intensively studying 

the Jan Sunwai in this rural district, reveals a serious attempt by a government agency at 

grievance redressal. This attempt is not unique. Formal complaints mechanisms are proliferating 

worldwide in sectors from healthcare, to education, welfare provision, the courts, policing, and 

beyond.4 These mechanisms, which range from in-person hearings, to ombudsman offices, 

online complaints, and public hotlines, hinge on the premise that building formal platforms for 
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grievance articulation increases the likelihood that citizens will come forward, while prompting 

greater responsiveness among officials.  

Yet, despite the growing popularity of grievance redressal mechanisms, we know 

relatively little about how they function, and even less about how they are experienced by 

citizens. How does the formal act of complaining shape citizens’ beliefs about government 

accountability and responsiveness? How, moreover, do the dynamics of grievance redressal play 

out over time, as complaints are subsumed into larger systems of governance? This article 

explores these questions in India, which—despite (or perhaps because of) its reputation for 

uneven service provision—is a global leader in the number and range of its public grievance 

programs.5 I do so through an intensive study of the Jan Sunwai implemented by the MP police. 

Policing, which represents both the repressive arm of the state and a gateway to the justice 

system, is a critical arena of citizen-state interaction, and a crucial sector in which to study the 

potential and limits of grievance redressal.  

To investigate these dynamics, I draw on a near census of hearing attendees in one 

district over a four-month period (n = 362), in-depth follow-up interviews with a random sample 

of those attendees (n = 50), and a multidistrict citizen survey on policing (n = 6,444). I find that, 

while most participants are initially enthusiastic about the Jan Sunwai, their satisfaction 

diminishes rapidly in the aftermath of their hearings. In exit interviews directly after the Jan 

Sunwai, a full 70% of participants stated that they were satisfied with their experience, while just 

22% expressed the same in interviews a few weeks later. This, I argue, reflects an  expectations 

gap provoked by the initially positive experience of the Jan Sunwai; a courteous audience with 

and promises from senior officials served to inflate citizens’ perceptions of police capacity in 

ways that did not match the constrained reality of local policing. And yet, strikingly, the 
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experience of the Jan Sunwai exceeded expectations for a small group: women and others who, 

for a variety of reasons, were unlikely to receive adequate assistance from their local police 

stations. For these individuals, the Jan Sunwai provided an opportunity to level-hop to higher 

authorities, serving as a critical—and in some instances the only—channel to the justice system. 

Importantly, many of these same cases received special attention and dedicated resources 

following the Jan Sunwai that helped to bridge the local capacity gap.  

The study thus highlights the promise and the limits of formal complaints mechanisms, 

which can amplify both citizens’ voices and their grievances. Complaining, I argue, is a powerful 

but at times paradoxical form of voice. In the absence of sufficient frontline capacity, 

government efforts to hear citizens’ complaints may, perversely, create an expectations gap that 

leads to disillusionment. Yet, where coupled with bureaucratic commitment, grievance redressal 

efforts can meet and even surpass citizens’ expectations. Understanding this interplay between 

citizens’ grievances, their expectations, and government responsiveness is critical to the study of 

participation and accountability—particularly as complaints mechanisms multiply across sectors 

and settings worldwide. 

The next section explores the theory that undergirds most grievance redressal programs 

and which is manifest in design of the Jan Sunwai. Section 3 explores the rationale for grievance 

redressal in policing—the sector of concern in this paper, and offers a brief orientation to police 

practice in India. Section 4 describes the research methods employed and introduces the district 

study site, establishing it as a crucial case. Section 5 describes the Jan Sunwai in action, while 

section 6 examines attendees’ evaluation of their experiences both at and after the hearings. 

Section 7 explores the reasons why the Jan Sunwai exceeded expectations for some, while 
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Section 8 explains why expectations were unmet for most others. Section 9 concludes by 

reflecting on the dynamic role of expectations in grievance redressal and citizenship practice.  

 

2. Grievances and citizenship  

To complain is an act of citizenship—an “expression of human agency in the political arena.”6 

“Complaining to the state”7 is, in particular, a cornerstone of claim-making: that is, the practices 

through which citizens seek the goods, services, and protections of government.8 Citizens 

regularly make informal complaints, including moral sanctioning, public rebukes, acts of protest, 

and threats of exit.9 Formal acts of complaining—the focus of this article—stand apart as they 

are "invited” by the state: citizens fill out complaints forms, send emails, call hotlines, and attend 

hearings at the behest of officials. Through these institutionalized acts, citizens call on the 

authority of the state at the same time that they challenge the state in the light of perceived rights 

violations or deficiencies in service provision.  

India has a long history of grievance redressal efforts. Propelled in part by public sector 

reforms in the 1990s, state governments began to experiment with the design of complaints 

mechanisms. Today, all 29 states boast some kind of redress procedure.10 Over a dozen states 

(including MP) have Right to Public Service acts that stipulate the time that an agency has to 

respond to a citizen’s request, and that delineate an appeals process. At the national level, 

grievance redressal mechanisms have been built into all of India’s flagship social welfare 

programs, including the Right to Education scheme, the Mahatma Gandhi Rural Employment 

Guarantee Scheme, the National Rural Health Mission, and many more. Other efforts include the 

national Right to Information Act (2005), the establishment of ombudsmen offices, a wide range 

of e-governance reforms and, in some states, creating in-person public hearings.11  
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MP was an early-mover in this last regard, mandating regular hearings that give citizens a 

chance to make complaints against and seek assistance from senior officials. In 2009, MP’s 

Chief Minister instituted the Jan Sunwai program, requiring that senior bureaucrats from all 

government departments hold weekly “hearings” (sunwai) in which members of the public (jan) 

can state their grievances.12 The MP Department of Public Relations explained the rationale for 

the hearings:  

 

It is a known fact that common people fear to approach senior officials and are 

quite hesitant to tell them their problems properly. In order to afford the general 

public a platform to meet the senior officers about their problems and pending 

cases, a Jan Sunwai or public hearing system has been introduced…. This has 

bridged the gap between administration and the common people on the one hand, 

it has also sent a message across the state to the employees that they would ill-

afford to dilly-delay [sic] in doing public work on the other.13 

 

This description of the Jan Sunwai highlights a set of assumptions about citizen-state 

relations: namely, that citizens given the chance to complain will do so, and that officials, 

hearing these complaints, will take action. Grievance redressal efforts seek to strengthen this 

assumed linkage between citizen voice and government responsiveness by shortening the “route 

to accountability”14 by allowing citizens to circumvent or escalate beyond local officials. The aim 

is to make higher-level officials more directly accessible to the public, to increase those officials’ 

knowledge of ground realities, and to send a message to lower-level officials that they are being 

monitored. At the same time, grievance redressal mechanisms are presumed to “thicken” 
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citizenship practice by emboldening citizens to give voice to their demands.15 It is this theory 

that this article sets out to probe, through a study of the Jan Sunwai in the policing sector. 

 

3. Policing and grievance redressal  

Policing is a critical sector in which to examine the dynamics of complaints and accountability. 

The police, in classic Weberian fashion, represent a repressive arm of the state with the authority 

to exercise the “legitimate” use of violence.16 The police are also the primary institution 

responsible for public security, and a gatekeeper to the broader justice system. It follows that 

citizens are eager to make both claims on and against the police, seeking protection both by and 

from law enforcement. Engagement with the police plays a key role in shaping citizens’ legal 

consciousness and their perception of the broader justice system.17 As a frontline bureaucracy, 

the police also represent a primary institutions through which citizens encounter and form 

opinions about the state.18 The stakes of grievance redressal in policing, as an effort to build—

and often to repair—public trust, are thus particularly high; where citizens’ confidence in the 

police remains low, public security is diminished, systems of law and order are undermined, and 

citizen-state relations are strained.19 

Citizen-police relations in India are often fraught. India’s inherited colonial police 

structure (still governed by the Police Act of 1861) has promoted an organizational culture that 

emphasizes political order and crowd control, prioritizing these ends over crime prevention or 

community-centered models of policing.20  The result, often, is the application of repressive 

tactics to control public spaces and impose law and order. It follows that the poor often meet the 

Indian police at the receiving end of a lathi (a stick or baton) or worse.21 For many, interactions 

with the police are characterized by fear and attempted avoidance. At the same time, police 

officers are widely perceived as exercising what is at best a “provisional” authority, as policing is 
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subsumed within and shaped by broader social structures and political networks.22 These 

dynamics are compounded by serious resource constraints, leading to uneven capacity for law 

enforcement, thinly spread personnel, and scant resources for community-centered policing. It 

follows that levels of public satisfaction with police performance are generally low. In a recent 

national survey, less than a quarter of those who contacted the police in the last 4-5 years 

reported that they were “very satisfied” with the help they received.23  The same survey found 

that just 20% of respondents reported “a lot of trust” in the local police—rising to 30% for senior 

officers (for comparison, 54% expressed trust in the army).24 Madhya Pradesh, which has the 

second highest number of reported crimes nationally,25 falls 10th out of 15 states ranked by 

citizen satisfaction with the police, and is 9th out of 22 states ranked in terms of trust in the 

police.26 

These relatively low levels of satisfaction and trust, however, paint only a partial picture 

of citizen-police relations in India. The police—despite their constraints and the public’s many 

misgivings about them—are a significant actor in citizens’ lives, fulfilling roles that reach far 

beyond law and order. This is particularly true for residents of underserved communities where 

the absenteeism of other frontline officials (for example, school teachers and health 

professionals) is a common problem. In these settings, the police are often the most visible and 

regular manifestation the state. Interactions with the police can serve as a stand-in for 

government writ large, and so can spillover to inform citizens’ expectations of other arms of the 

state.  The Indian police at times take on an informal social service (janata seva) role, providing 

citizens with information and channels of access to other public services.27 This “service role” is 

less visible than the police’s “law and order” role, and yet is central to how citizens in 

underserved communities make claims on the state. The police—where perceived as “strong” 
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relative to other public agencies—may become the first port of call for citizens seeking 

assistance with a wide range of issues that fall only marginally (if at all) under police purview.  

 

4. Case selection, methods, and data 

The study setting is “Vindhya”—a rural district in central MP that is home to roughly 1.5 million 

people.28 Vindhya, like all districts of MP, is constrained in its policing resources and personnel. 

It has a total force of 1500 officers (roughly one per 1000 people).29  However, Vindhya stands 

out for its commitment to the Jan Sunwai. The Superintendent of Police in Vindhya at the time of 

research had the reputation of a reformer committed to citizen-centered models of policing. The 

SP was also highly invested in the Jan Sunwai. In the span of six months, he personally presided 

over all but three hearings (for which his second in command was deputed). He posted two of his 

most effective officers to Jan Sunwai duty, charging them with case intake and follow-up. He 

also allocated a budget from his discretionary funds to create banners for the Jan Sunwai and to 

set up a waiting area with chairs and an awning. Vindhya thus represents a “most-likely” case: if 

the Jan Sunwai can contribute to improved citizen-police relations, we would expect it to do so 

there, where the program was implemented in good faith coupled with bureaucratic 

commitment.30 

The study rests on observation of the Jan Sunwai over the course of six months at weekly 

hearings held at the district police headquarters; a near census of hearings attendees for four of 

those months; and follow-up interviews with a random sample held 2-4 weeks after their 

hearings.31 The survey, administered in a courtyard outside the Superintendent’s office, spanned 

15 Jan Sunwai sessions, with a total of 380 recorded attendees. All attendees were asked to 

participate in a rapid intake survey while waiting to be called into the hearing, as well as a short 

exit interview directly afterwards. A total of 362 consented to the initial survey—a response rate 
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of 95%. Eighty-eight percent of those (321) also consented to the exit interview,32 which was 

held directly upon leaving the hearing. Sixty percent of these cases are also matched to official 

district data, enabling us to track the police’s responses.33 

All respondents were asked for permission to follow up at a later date, with a 91% 

consent rate. Research team members then attempted to contact roughly one out of five by 

phone, to ask if they would be willing to participate in an interview at a place and time of their 

choosing, no less than two weeks and no more than one month from the date of their hearing. 

This ensured that enough time had passed to reasonably expect some action on the complainant’s 

case, but also imposed a short enough timeframe to allow accurate recall of the Jan Sunwai. 

Sixty-two percent of those selected for follow-up interviews were willing to speak again; 15% 

declined and 23% were unreachable. All in all, 50 people completed follow-up interviews—14% 

of the original survey sample (sample balance is discussed in section 6). These in-depth follow-

up interviews—which often involved a full day’s travel to remote locations—combined survey 

and open-ended questions, asking individuals to reflect on their experiences both at the Jan 

Sunwai and in its aftermath.  

 

5. Who complains, about what?   

Vindhya tracks state averages on key indicators of citizen-police relations. Table 1 presents 

district residents’ views on the likelihood that the police will help citizens, as well as about 

whether the police are generally honest or corrupt, alongside those drawn from a 12-district 

citizen survey in MP.34 There is little difference in opinion between those in Vindhya and the 

multidistrict sample (columns 1 and 2).  
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Jan Sunwai attendees, though, are not broadly representative of the general public. Only a 

small fraction (just 4%) of the multidistrict survey respondents reported that they had attended a 

Jan Sunwai. Hearing participants are unusual in at least two regards. First, they are almost all 

victims (real or perceived) of crime. Second, they chose to escalate their grievance to a higher 

level (which, as we will see below, can be a costly undertaking). And yet, despite these 

anomalies, Jan Sunwai attendees across MP did not diverge significantly in their views on police 

responsiveness or trustworthiness (column 4) from those of the full multidistrict sample (column 

2), or from the broader sample of crime victims within those districts (column 3). This suggests 

that the decision to attend the Jan Sunwai was not driven by underlying differences in attitudes 

towards the police. Those who attended the Jan Sunwai in Vindhya expressed much bleaker 

views about the police (column 5). These opinions, though, are given in follow-up interviews 

just 2-4 weeks after their hearings and so likely reflect the recent and salient nature of their cases 

(the same data are not available for exit interviews carried out immediately after the Jan Sunwai). 

These more pessimistic views of police performance thus plausibly reflect those participants’ 

recent disappointment with the Jan Sunwai—a theme to which I return in the next section.  

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Vindhya
district * All districts * All districts,

crime victims *  
All districts,

attended JS *
Vindhya,

attended JS **
n = 424 n = 6444 n = 911 n = 270 n = 50

A. The police 
help citizens 
when they should

39% 42% 45% 38% 9%

B. The police are 
generally honest

25% 23% 16% 23% 7%

The police are 
generally corrupt

19% 16% 16% 25% 27%

Sources: * Multidistrict Citizen Survey, Madhya Pradesh 2018; ** Vindhya Jan Sunwai follow-up interivews, 2017-18.  
Note: Answer choices for A and B were not binary, but also included "can't generalize," and so do not total 100.

TABLE 1. CITIZEN VIEWS ON POLICE RESPONSIVENESS & TRUSTWORTHINESS
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Before doing so, it is important to first understand who the Jan Sunwai attendees are. 

Across MP, those who participated in a grievance hearing tended to hail from relatively 

advantaged social and economic backgrounds: almost three-quarters were male, more than 90% 

were Hindu, and only 12% could not read or write—compared to a statewide illiteracy rate of 

24% (Table 2). 

  

 

 

In Vindhya, almost all attendees were also Hindu (despite a sizeable Muslim minority in 

the district). Most were also male, although the gender gap in Vindhya was smaller than for the 

rest of the state. In other respects, however, Vindhya’s hearing attendees appeared to be less 

privileged than elsewhere in the state. Disproportionate numbers hailed from the Scheduled 

Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) relative to their underlying presence in the district,35 

and 42% were functionally illiterate, reporting zero years of formal schooling. This relatively 

low socioeconomic standing is noteworthy given the high costs of attending the Jan Sunwai. 

Vindhya JS 
attendees *

All districts,
JS attendees **

Vindhya 
  District ***

Madhya
    Pradesh ***

Male 65% 72% 53% 52%

Hindu 94% 92% 88% 91%

Functionally 
illiterate

42%
(zero school)

12%
(illiterate)

29%
(illiterate)

24%
(illiterate)

Sheduled Caste 30% 20% 20% 16%

Scheduled Tribe 11% 8% 5% 21%

Sources: * Vindhya Jan Sunwai Survey 2017-18 (intake interviews); ** Multidistrict Citizen Survey, Madhya Pradesh, 2018); 
*** Census of India 2011. Note: % functionally illiterate is proportion reporting zero years school, or those coded as illiterate 
by the Census or who, in the multidistrict survey, report an inablility to read.

TABLE 2.  JAN SUNWAI ATTENDEES COMPARED TO DISTRICT & STATE POPULATION
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On average, Vindhya Jan Sunwai participants reported spending ₹144 INR (roughly $2 USD) 

on travel, and another ₹145 on preparing documentation. Total spending (₹289) exceeds the 

MP daily minimum wage of ₹200 for unskilled farm workers, and is nine times the national 

rural poverty line of ₹32/day. The Jun Sunwai, thus, is a relatively high cost affair. 

Why then did participants attend the Jan Sunwai? In the majority of cases, the nature of 

the grievance was twofold. First, there was a complaint against a third party. Slightly less than 

one third of cases (29%) involved bodily harm or threats, including cases of murder and physical 

attacks. The next largest number of cases were related to land disputes (15%), followed by other 

kinds of disputes with family or neighbors (12%). Twelve percent of cases were classified as 

involving a “crime against women”: of these, 61% were cases of rape or domestic violence. The 

remaining 32% of cases were centered on other issues, including theft, financial crimes, and 

missing persons or abduction.  

Second, there was a complaint against the police, typically concerning lack of adequate 

response at the thana (the local police station). Just under two-thirds (65%) of Jan Sunwai 

attendees stated that they had previously sought assistance for the same issue from their local 

thana. Of these, 20% specifically mentioned a perceived failing on the part of their thana as a 

rationale for attending the district Jan Sunwai. Most of these complaints were related to inaction 

by local officers: for example, failing to register a case or to carry out investigation. For others, it 

was not police inaction but rather wrong action that served as impetus for attending the Jan 

Sunwai. For example, attendees stated: “The thana police slapped us and sent us home,” and 

“The thana did not register the report and the officers said that they would arrest us.”36 Most 

survey respondents, however, did not overtly fault their thana; instead they gave reasons for 

attending the Jan Sunwai such as “hopes for investigation” and “hopes for justice” that—given 



 14 

their prior interactions with their local police station—strongly implied dissatisfaction with thana 

performance. This is confirmed in follow-up interviews, in which respondents were asked to rate 

their initial contact with the local thana: 86% reported that they were not at all satisfied. 

At the same time, just over one-third of respondents (36%) reported that they had not 

previously contacted their thana concerning the issue at hand, but had instead come directly to 

the Jan Sunwai. For some, this is because they felt they were blocked from the local level—often 

by the very people against whom they wanted to make a complaint. In a case involving a 

domestic dispute, for example, a woman stated that she had come to the Jan Sunwai since 

 “I am being harassed a lot, and my in-laws are not letting the thana register a case.” In 

another case involving a land dispute, the complainant stated: “The accused does not let 

me go to the thana. He blocks my way and threatens to kill me. The TI [senior thana 

officer] is in his shoe [under his influence].” As these accounts illustrate, the local nature 

of the thana is double-edged: it is the most physically accessible point of contact with 

police, but this proximity also makes it a risky arena in which to bring a complaint 

against someone in that same locality. In these cases, the ability to circumvent the thana 

provided a critical channel through which to pursue police action. 

 

6.  Citizen satisfaction: at and after the hearings  

This section examines participants’ satisfaction with the Jan Sunwai in exit interviews directly 

after their hearings (n = 321), and again in follow-up interviews 2-4 weeks later (n = 50). 

Initially enthusiastic assessments of the Jan Sunwai quickly dissipated (Figure 1). In both 

interviews, respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction with the Jan Sunwai on a four-point 

scale from not at all, to not very, to somewhat, to highly satisfied. In exit interviews (in which 

this question had an 81% response rate, n = 261), 70% expressed at least a degree of enthusiasm 
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for the Jan Sunwai, while 30% voiced a level of discontent. Within a matter of weeks these 

trends were reversed: in follow-up interviews, 24% expressed satisfaction and 76% were 

dissatisfied.  Most notably, the proportion reporting that they were “not at all satisfied” increased 

more than twelvefold. This represents both a downward leveling and a hardening of opinion, as 

the proportion who gave the provisional responses of being “somewhat” or “not very” satisfied 

also fell significantly. This decline, though, was not consistent: the number reporting that they 

were “highly” satisfied also increased more than twofold. These patterns persist comparing the 

same subset of individuals at both exit and follow-up interviews (a total of 44 matched 

individuals).37 

 

 

FIGURE 1. LEVEL OF SATISFACTION AT AND AFTER THE JAN SUNWAI 
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Table 3 illustrates the aggregate decline in satisfaction, drawing from a multivariate 

regression estimating the effects of time (indicated by observations drawn from follow-up 

interviews).38 Level of satisfaction fell, on average, by almost one point (0.98) on the four-point 

scale between the time of the Jan Sunwai and the follow-up interviews. This change is robust to 

the inclusion of a range of controls for sex, caste, religion, and education, as well as for whether 

the respondent contacted the local thana prior to attending the Jan Sunwai. Additional models 

include controls for the type of case, including those considered “grievous” and those classified 

as crimes against women: in these, the main effects of time on satisfaction persist.  

 

 

Level of Satisfaction
(1 = Not at all, 2 = Not Very, 3 = Somewhat, 4 = Highly)

Follow up interview     -0.985***
(0.120)

Female     0.200**
(0.094)

-0.200
(0.223)

Scheduled Caste -0.080
(0.108)

Scheduled Tribe 0.166
(0.140)

Education (years)     -0.025***
(0.009)

0.109
(0.091)

Observations 306

R-Squared 0.238

Sources: Vindhya Jan Sunwai surveys 2017-18 (exit and follow-up interviews). Results from OLS regression, 
treating level of satisfaction (1-4) as the dependent variable. Independent variable is a dummy variable indicating 
whether an observation was drawn from a follow-up interview. * = P ≤ 0.10, ** = P ≤ 0.05, *** = P ≤ 0.01.  
Robust standard errors are in parentheses.  

Direct to Jan Sunwai
(no prior contact with thana)

Muslim

TABLE 3.  EFFECTS OF TIME ON SATISFACTION WITH JAN SUNWAI
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There are a number of concerns in interpreting these data, not least of which is the 

potential for desirability bias. Initially sanguine assessments of the Jan Sunwai in exit interviews  

held at the district headquarters could reflect respondents’ worry that a negative response could 

imperil their case if overheard by the police. While this possibility cannot be ruled out, there are 

several factors that lead me to believe that the responses are not systematically biased in this 

way. First, survey enumerators followed strict protocols that stressed the independence of the 

research from the police and the confidentiality of responses. Interviews took place in an external 

courtyard—not in any police building. Police officers were concentrated at one point in the 

courtyard at a registration desk. Hearing attendees were instructed to wait in a seating area 

located on the other side of the courtyard, at a distance from the officers that would ensure that 

conversations could not be audible—part of the police’s own effort to protect the confidentiality 

of the registration process. In addition, all respondents were offered the chance to hold their 

interview in a private room set aside for that purpose or, if they wished, to hold the interview at 

another location outside of the police complex—although no respondents availed of this option. 

The atmosphere within the police headquarters on the day of the Jan Sunwai, moreover, was one 

marked by the grievance redressal undertaking: participants had come with the express purpose 

of complaining to the police, and most did so vociferously with no visible indication that they 

were concerned with officers’ reactions.  

Second, the data themselves do not appear to reflect desirability bias. If respondents at 

the Jan Sunwai were simply giving answers in exit interviews that they thought the police 

wanted to hear, we would expect to see a uniformly negative gap between these and the 

responses in follow-up interviews. And yet, as noted, a portion of the sample reports improved 
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satisfaction with time. This suggests that follow-up responses are substantively driven by 

experiences with the police in the weeks following the Jan Sunwai, and are not simply a 

downward revision of opinions expressed at a safe distance. Qualitative accounts (presented in 

the next sections) also strongly suggest that participants were revising their opinions of the Jan 

Sunwai in light of their lived experiences. While it certainly possible that respondents felt at 

greater ease to complain in settings removed from police headquarters, respondents narrated in 

complete and convincing terms the processes through and reasons why their expectations and 

assessments of the Jan Sunwai had changed.  

An additional concern might emerge if individuals who consented to the follow-up 

interviews were systematically different from the full sample of those who participated in the 

exit interviews. Indeed, while the two samples were broadly balanced, those who completed the 

follow-up interviews were, on average, more likely to be male, less likely to be SC or ST, and 

had completed more years of school—all of which are potential markers of privilege (as is the 

fact that all had working phone numbers).39 Given these differences, it is worth comparing the 

same individuals over time, restricting the sample to those who completed both the exit and 

follow-up interviews. The analysis here is necessarily limited, given the small sample size. 

Nonetheless, we are able to descriptively assess changes in satisfaction over time. The patterns 

remain consistent: of the 44 matched individuals, 32 grew less satisfied, seven people reported 

no change, and five reported that they were more satisfied.   

Is 2-4 weeks enough time to realistically expect action on a case? Most hearing attendees 

certainly thought so, in large part because of statements made to them at the Jan Sunwai. In exit 

interviews, participants were asked an open-ended question: “What actions did the officer take?” 

The most frequent response (from 38%) was that the SP had promised investigation, while 



 19 

another 4% said that an arrest was promised. One-third reported that their case had been referred 

to their thana, often with the SP calling their local station to arrange for their visit. Twenty 

percent gave less precise responses that nonetheless indicated their perception that assistance was 

forthcoming, for example through statements such as: “The SP said he would help” or “The 

problem will get resolved.” In only five percent of cases did respondents reply that they were not 

promised any action.  

The SP also expected action during this timeframe, as reflected in his own record 

keeping.40 For each case, the SP made handwritten instructions during the Jan Sunwai, 

instructing the local thana personnel on how to follow the case. The SP then directed a dedicated 

officer from his staff to track the cases and, within the span of two weeks, to document the action 

taken. To be clear, the SP’s aim in this timeframe was not to fully resolve the cases (most of 

which are complex), but simply to “close” them for the purposes of Jan Sunwai tracking by 

ensuring appropriate follow up. Within two weeks of the original hearing, 38% of cases had a 

recorded action including: investigation, filing a report, making an arrest, referring a case to the 

courts, or referring a complainant to another government agency. The remainder (62%) had no 

noted action; of these, 19% were marked as having “no grounds” for investigation, 8% were 

settled or withdrawn by the complainant, and the remaining 35% were left blank. Almost two-

thirds of participants, in total, saw no movement on their cases by the time of their follow-up 

interviews—despite the promises and instructions of the SP at the time of their hearings.  

Table 4 provides a consolidated picture of shifts in satisfaction over time alongside 

promised and recorded police action for the sub-sample of matched individuals who completed 

both exit and follow-up interviews and, for comparison, for the full sample (where data are 

available). Of the matched sub-sample, roughly two-thirds initially reported in intake surveys 
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that they had sought help from their local thana prior to coming to the Jan Sunwai. Levels of 

satisfaction with these station visits remained very low (1.21 on the 4-point scale), as reported in 

follow-up interviews. In exit interviews directly after the Jan Sunwai, almost all reported that 

they were promised police action, and expressed relatively high levels of satisfaction with their 

experience (2.61 on the 4-point scale). However, a low proportion of cases (just over a third) 

actually saw police action (reported in the SP’s case records) before their follow-up interview, at 

which time satisfaction fell again to 1.65. 

  

 
 

There was, in other words, a sharp disconnect for many participants between expectations 

generated at the Jan Sunwai and subsequent response by the police. In part, this disconnect 

highlights the subjectivity of the measures of satisfaction—which capture different things at 

different times. In exit interviews, participants were assessing the experience of the Jan Sunwai, 

including their interaction with the SP and other district police officers. Their assessments also 

reflected their expectation of future police action. In follow-up interviews, in contrast, they were 

assessing their experience since the Jan Sunwai, including police response and case outcomes. 

n % yes n mean n % n mean n % n mean 

Full sample 362 64.6 44 1.25 330 94.5 261 2.73 230 37.8 50 1.73

Follow-up sample,
matched 
individuals 

44 65.9 38 1.21 44 95.4 44 2.61 38 34.2 44 1.65

TABLE 4. CASE ACTION & SATISFACTION OVER TIME

Satisfaction measured on a 4-point index, where 1 is not at all; 2 is not very; 3 is somewhat; and 4 is highly satisfied. 
Sources:  + Vindhya Jan Sunwai intake survey (n = 362); ++ Vindhya Jan Sunwai exit interviews (n = 321; for responses on 
satisfaction, n = 261); +++ Vindhya Jan Sunwai follow-up interviews (n = 50; matched to exit interviews, n = 44); * MP 
Police Jan Sunwai case record, Vindhya district (n = 230, matched to author’s surveys). 

Prior to Jan Sunwai At Jan Sunwai Following Jan Sunwai 

Visited local 
thana⁺

Police action 
promised⁺⁺ 

Satisfaction 
with JS⁺⁺

Police action 
following JS*

Satisfaction 
with JS⁺⁺⁺

Satisfaction 
with thana⁺⁺⁺ 
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The assessment of the Jan Sunwai in exit interviews, in other words, is forward-looking, 

informed by expectations shaped during the hearing, while the assessment in the follow-up 

interviews is retrospective, informed by whether the police met those expectations.  

The next two sections unpack these dynamics. Before proceeding, a caveat is in order: I 

am only able to document shifts between what I observe at the hearings and accounts given in 

follow-up interviews. I cannot assess the counterfactual of how citizens faced with similar 

problems would have assessed the police had they not engaged in grievance redressal.  

Moreover, lacking data on citizens’ a priori expectations, I cannot know for sure whether or how 

the experience of Jan Sunwai altered their views. Some attendees may have already had high 

expectations (which drew them to the hearings in the first place), while others may have held low 

expectations but nonetheless decided to attend the hearings as act of desperation. The research 

design does not allow me to disentangle these possibilities. I also do not know whether or how 

participants’ expectations might shift again in the longer-term, beyond the 2-4 week window 

captured in my data. I can, however, offer insight into how and why participants’ assessments of 

the hearings changed in the short-run, by comparing statements in exit interviews to those in 

follow-up interviews. This gap, while it unfolds along a relatively short time horizon, offers 

revealing insights into the tipping points between hope and disillusionment. 

 

7. Exceeding expectations for the most marginalized 

Initial assessments of the hearings were relatively positive across the board, regardless of 

demographic features such as sex, caste, religion, and level of education.41 However, female 

attendees were 24% more likely than male attendees to state in exit interviews that they were at 

least partially satisfied (p = 0.010).42  Similarly, ST attendees were 38% more likely than those 
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of any other caste background to express at least a degree of satisfaction (p = 0.003),43 while 

those from Scheduled Castes were twice as likely as all others to state they were “highly” 

satisfied (p = 0.093).44   

These patterns are, at first glance, counterintuitive, since these same groups—women, 

and members of the Scheduled Castes and Tribes—are often among the most underprivileged in 

India. They are, moreover, groups that—given restricted mobility on the basis of gender and 

histories of exclusion on the basis of caste, often face high barriers in gaining access to public 

officials.45 And yet, the relatively positive assessments of the Jan Sunwai by women and by SC 

and ST attendees suggests that these groups may have found a receptive audience at the district-

level Jan Sunwai. This is consistent with an expressed commitment among senior officers at the 

Jan Sunwai to act with particular sensitivity towards traditionally marginalized groups. Women’s 

security has received considerable attention by senior officers, in part as a response to media 

portrayals of MP as one of the most unsafe places for women in India.46 All districts have 

dedicated officers for Crimes Against Women (CAW), and it was not uncommon in the course of 

the Jan Sunwai to see the SP call on this CAW officer to handle a case. The SP of Vindhya, 

moreover, was particularly attuned to women’s issues and was, at the time of research, in the 

process of establishing a one-stop crisis center for women—one of the first of its kind in the 

state. The SP also assigned two of his highest performing senior officers—both women—to 

weekly Jan Sunwai duty. These officers had undergone additional gender sensitivity training, and 

were also involved with running the crisis center. They were thus particularly well positioned to 

respond to women’s grievances at the Jan Sunwai. The responsiveness of these district officials 

stands out in contrast to patterns of neglect or deterrence at the thana level, where it is 

infamously difficult for women to gain the attention let alone register cases.47 
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Senior police officials also receive training and directives to respond with care to 

members of historically marginalized castes, who are also afforded extra protection under the 

law. While the same training is passed down through police ranks, the messaging and oversight 

are considerably diluted at the thana level. The SP, for example, emphasized the importance of 

the 1989 Scheduled Castes and Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act in shaping the behavior of 

senior police officers, while worrying that it has less resonance at lower levels of policing: “By 

law we are required to treat SC and ST cases with the utmost care: this is drilled into officers in 

training. Although this reaches the thana much less.”48  

In sum, higher-level (district) officers are more likely to pay particular attention to 

traditionally marginalized groups of citizens, compared to rank-and-file officers at the local 

level. This suggests that the ability to level-hop to higher officials may be of particular 

importance to those who are frequently underserved by frontline officers.49 By bringing their 

cases to the Jan Sunwai, participants attempt to “bypass the morass of local bureaucracy.”50 This 

ability to circumvent or escalate beyond the local level is particularly critical to citizens who 

have been “blocked”—denied assistance or otherwise deterred—by frontline officials.51  

Interactions with officials at Jan Sunwai, in turn, shape participants’ expectations of police 

responsiveness. 

To know whether those expectations are met, we must turn to the follow-up interviews. 

Table 5 illustrates the shift in satisfaction, examining the 44 matched individuals for whom 

complete data are available.52  While most participants downgraded their assessments of the Jan 

Sunwai, a minority (11 percent) gave more enthusiastic accounts. Notably, women—who make 

up just 38% of the follow-up sample—accounted for 80% (4 out 5) of the cases in which 

satisfaction levels improved. While the small sample requires cautious interpretation, difference-
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in-means testing53 also suggests that satisfaction was most likely to rise among those who came 

to the Jan Sunwai because of a gender-based issue. When the case involved a crime against 

women, respondents were more than 2.5 times more likely than all others to state that they were  

“highly” satisfied (p = 0.002), and were 1.5 times less likely to be “not at all” satisfied (p = 

0.004). The same is true of respondents reporting “grievous” crimes involving bodily harm, who 

were 1¼ times more likely than all others to state that they were “highly satisfied” (p = 0. 053).  

 

 
 

These positive assessments of the Jan Sunwai, weeks later in follow-up interviews, by 

those affected by crimes against women and other serious crimes suggests that senior district 

officials were not only sensitive at the time of the hearings, but that they followed through—

drawing, in the case of CAW, on dedicated officers and resources. For example, a woman who 

came to the Jan Sunwai to complain of abuse at the hands of her husband and in-laws reported 

N Worsened 
(n) No Change (n)

Improved 
(n)

All follow-up interviews 44 32 7 5

Male 27 21 5 1

Female 17 11 2 4

Scheduled Caste (SC) 10 6 2 2

Scheduled Tribe (ST) 3 2 1 0

Zero education 12 5 5 2

Higher education 4 2 1 1

TABLE 5. CHANGE IN SATISFACTION FROM EXIT TO FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW

Source: Vindhya Jan Sunwai surveys 2017-18, exit and follow-up interviews (matched individuals). 
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that she had attempted to file complaints at her local station for over three years. The police at 

her thana referred her to a lawyer but, she said, did nothing about her husband. That lawyer, 

though, told her about the Jan Sunwai. In her exit interview, she was cautious in her optimism, 

replying that she was “somewhat satisfied.” Later, during the follow-up interview, she replied 

that she was now “very satisfied,” since a report had been filed against her husband by the 

district CAW officer just one week after her Jan Sunwai hearing.54  

In another case involving alleged abuse, a woman reported that she had long wanted to 

file a report against her in-laws, but was prevented from doing so since her in-laws “threatened 

to abuse me more if I took the step to go the thana.” The women subsequently left her home, 

returning to her father’s house. She then she decided to visit the Jan Sunwai, since she felt she 

could not approach her thana for fear of her in-laws. In her follow-up interview, she reported that 

she had been directed to speak with the district CAW officer, and was “highly” satisfied with the 

response: eight days after the Jan Sunwai, she received a phone call from the thana informing her 

that they were filing a case against her in-laws.55   

In both of these cases, the women involved had difficulty accessing justice through their 

local police station but found redress by level-hopping. In the first instance, the woman visited 

her local station to no avail before escalating to the Jan Sunwai. In the second, the woman 

circumvented the local station altogether out of fear of reprisals. Qualitative accounts suggest 

that similar behaviors are widespread among women, and may also extend to others who, for a 

range of reasons, felt that they could not approach their local police stations or that they would 

not receive fair treatment if they did so. In one interview, for example, a Scheduled Caste man 

reported that he came to the Jan Sunwai because the thana itself was part of his problem. He 

complained that he had been beaten by the TI (station head), and forced to sign a false 
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confession. As a result, he felt he could no longer go to his thana: “The TI is highly corrupt 

….They [the people who were bringing the case] and the TI belong to the same jati (caste), and 

so they have colluded.” He thus saw the Jan Sunwai as his only option for fighting the case, 

noting that the TI had only agreed to initiate investigation after a phone call from the SP. In his 

follow-up interview he stated: “We are thankful to the SP …. He is not like the other government 

people who only help their caste members, or the wealthy and neta log (politicians).”56 

Crucially, the initially positive experience of attending the Jan Sunwai in all these cases 

was reinforced by police action after the hearing, directed by senior officers. These examples 

thus highlight the potential of grievance redressal mechanisms at their best: where the act of 

listening to aggrieved citizens is coupled with bureaucratic commitment, resources, and effective 

action, citizens’ grievances are diminished, their sense of efficacy bolstered, and their 

satisfaction enhanced.  

 

8. Unmet Expectations  

If the preceding accounts illustrate the promise of grievance redressal, others reveal its peril. As 

we have seen, most participants (73%) downwardly revised their appraisal of the Jan Sunwai in 

the weeks following their hearings. This, I argue, was not simply a matter of participants feeling 

disappointed when their problems were not resolved.  Instead, that disappointment was 

accentuated by expectations that were shaped in the context of the hearings. Satisfaction levels 

quickly soured when participants’ expectations were not met with adequate follow-through. This 

section draws on qualitative interviews to illustrate this expectations gap, which rests upon a 

combination of hopes generated at the hearings; limited resources and capacity of the local 

police; and public confusion about police mandates.  
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The relationship between participants’ initial and later assessments of the Jan Sunwai is 

complex, reflecting, in the first instance, their satisfaction with interactions at the hearing and, in 

the second, their satisfaction with the hearing’s outcomes. And yet one does not necessarily 

follow from the other—particularly when the hearing is held by senior officials but follow-

through is carried out by local officers. Case outcomes are shaped by any number of intervening 

variables, from the nature and complexity of the case itself, to the behavior of third parties 

involved in the complaint, to the will and capacity of frontline officers. There are thus many 

factors that shape respondents’ satisfaction weeks after the Jan Sunwai, above and beyond initial 

assessments of the hearing itself. Positive assessments of the experience of the Jan Sunwai, then, 

do not simply cause subsequent (dis)satisfaction. Initial satisfaction does, though, play a 

conditioning role, by priming participants to expect action (or not).  

Qualitative accounts suggest three, interconnected factors that shape participants’ initial 

expectations and subsequent disillusionment. A first factor centers on the politics of dignity that 

are at play in the Jan Sunwai. For many, the very act of being heard by a senior official provoked 

a sense of recognition—of being seen as rights-bearing citizens—often lacking in other 

encounters with the state. To voice a complaint, and to be treated with courtesy when doing so 

(to be asked to sit in the presence of a senior officer, for example), instilled for many a sense not 

only of being seen, but of their status as citizens.57 This sense of recognition, in turn, instilled in 

Jan Sunwai participants a sense of efficacy—that is, confidence that one’s complaint would be 

heard and that the police would respond. For example, a man (embroiled in a dispute with a 

neighbor) reflected on his hearing experience, noting that: “the officials talk very nicely. They 

talk with affection. We are treated justly.” As a result, he explained, “I was hopeful that 

something would be done.”  And yet, this sense of efficacy was often short lived. The same man 



 28 

recounted that, following the Jan Sunwai:  

 

“The [local] beat officer came and [spoke to] both the parties. That is it. We think 

that the police help, but it is only words. The police do not listen to decent 

men….Later I came to realize: it [The Jan Sunwai] is all stupidity.” 58 

 

The complainant’s disappointment was all the more pronounced when dealing with the 

local thana, where officers did not respond with the same level of attention. Positive 

interactions with senior officials, in other words, served to highlight the lack of 

responsiveness at the local level.59   

 A second and closely related source of disillusionment stems from a police capacity 

gap—in particular between the district police and local police stations. Almost all cases heard at 

the Jan Sunwai are subsequently referred to a local thana. This is by design: by allowing level-

hopping to the SP, the aim is to increase senior officers’ knowledge of frontline performance, 

and to then direct local officers. And yet this design assumes that local officers both can and will 

respond to oversight, and to the admonitions of senior officers. While this is sometimes true, in 

many instances a local officer does not have the time or resources to respond—a fact that is 

rarely understood by the public. One local station officer, for example, complained about the 

lack of capacity to investigate cases referred by the SP, noting: “we do not even have petrol for 

our cars or bikes. How can we run every which way?”60 

In other instances, local officers may not have the will or incentives to respond. The 

Superintendent noted his own concern over these dynamics:  
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I fear that the thana officers resent the Jan Sunwai. I call them up and I am 

hard on them. I have to be. But then they are left with the work to do, so how 

are they feeling in the end? They are feeling badly.61 

 

The Jan Sunwai, in sum, provides an opportunity for citizens to air their grievances to senior 

officials, while actual redress of those grievances requires local capacity and commitment—both 

of which are often lacking.   

 Disillusionment is compounded by a third factor: an inflated sense among complainants 

of police authority. Here, the issue is not simply police capacity, but rather their legal mandates. 

The police, as an institution, are caught in a bind; because of their perceived public authority, 

people come to the police with a wide range of issues, some of which do not fall fully, if at all, 

under policing mandates. These cases are of two types. First, there are those that involve a legal 

dispute that must be resolved in the courts. In such cases, the police are an appropriate first port 

of call, since a police First Incident Report is required to initiate legal investigation and to build a 

case. But, once referred to the courts, the police no longer pay a role—something that appeared 

to escape the grasp of hearing attendees who came to complain about cases left lingering in the 

courts. A senior official in the MP police lamented these dynamics, stating: “We are just a link in 

the chain in a choked criminal justice system.”62   

Second, though, are cases that fall squarely beyond police mandates. Citizens came to the 

Jan Sunwai, for example, to complain about garbage collection or about the condition of roads—

issues that fall under the remit of the District Collectorate (which, notably, was located in the 

same complex as the police headquarters). As the SP noted:  
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People see the police as effective, so they come to us with all issues and problems. Even 

cleaning the streets. And if we clean the streets as a public service, then people come to 

think: the police only should do this work. But how can we take on all these tasks?63  

 

And yet, citizens’ confusion about police mandates is only one part of the difficulty, 

which is compounded by a failure on the part of senior officers to manage public expectations. 

Few individuals were told at the time of their hearings that there was likely nothing the police 

could do to assist them. Instead, almost all were given the impression that something would be 

done (often e through vague statements by the SP such as: “Let us see,” which aimed to calm a 

person down). The Superintendent explained: 

 

If someone has come all this way, spent their money, missed their meals, how 

can I just send them away again, without first listening. At least they will 

come and feel heard.64  

 

In his eagerness to make sure everyone felt heard, the Superintendent may have inadvertently 

raised expectations for some for whom the trip to the Jan Sunwai was little more than a fool’s 

errand. Under these conditions, high expectations generate high grievances.  

Satisfaction with the Jan Sunwai and its proceedings, in sum, is conditioned by attendees’ 

expectations and by police capacity. Where the performance of senior officers exceeds citizens’ 

(often very low) expectations of local policing, confidence in the Jan Sunwai is bolstered and 

subsequently reinforced by strong police action. The reverse is also true: if expectations formed 

at the Jan Sunwai are not coupled with adequate follow-through, disillusionment ensues.  
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9.  Conclusion: expectations and grievances in citizenship practice  

Public acts of complaining by citizens are a critical but fraught form of participation. They are 

acts of bravery (asserting oneself in the public sphere) and of aspiration (expressing needs and 

interests). They are also expectant acts, which imply a sense of entitlement and of personal and 

political efficacy. But when coupled with an expectations gap, complaining may serve to sharpen 

a sense of dissatisfaction. This occurs as the formal articulation of a complaint gives shape, 

meaning, and precision to a grievance. When nothing or little is done, that grievance not only 

lingers but may be magnified.  

These patterns are observed in Vindhya district—which I have argued is a most likely 

setting for effective grievance redressal given the commitment to the Jan Sunwai on the part of 

the Superintendent of Police. Further research is required to probe whether patterns might vary 

under different political conditions. On the one hand, the most-likely case selection might 

suggest that we should be even more circumspect about the effects of the Jan Sunwai in districts 

where it is less robustly implemented. On the other hand, the vigor with which the Vindhya SP 

approached the Jan Sunwai may have served to inflate expectations, and so contributed to a 

wider expectations gap.  If so, the very level of SP commitment upon which I initially designated 

Vindhya as a “most likely” case may, in fact, have undermined citizens’ satisfaction with the Jan 

Sunwai. This again suggests that effective public grievance redressal efforts require attention 

both to citizens’ expectations (and how to manage them) and, crucially, to investments in the 

capacity and commitment of frontline officials, who ultimately carry out acts of redress.   

Further research is also required to examine whether similar dynamics unfold in sectors 

beyond policing. Policing, as a crucible of citizen-state relations, is a particularly critical arena in 



 32 

which to investigate the Jan Sunwai. Citizens’ experiences with the police carry inform their 

understanding of justice and the broader legal system,65 as well as their expectations of and 

willingness to engage with other parts of government.66 And yet the police are exceptional, both 

in their exercise of violence and in their perceived authority in the eyes of the public. The stakes 

of complaining to the police thus may be exceptionally high—as are citizens’ expectations 

regarding the police’s problem-solving capacities. Those high stakes and expectations may 

contribute to deeper disillusionment when complaints yield little in the way of results.  

From a policy perspective, these findings should temper—but not extinguish—global 

enthusiasm for grievance redressal mechanisms. Participants’ high expectations at the time of the 

Jan Sunwai, and their anger when those expectation were unmet, are important indicators of 

citizens’ hunger for spaces in which officials hear and respond to their complaints. Moreover, the 

levels of satisfaction expressed in follow-up interviews by those dealing with crimes against 

women—which receive particular attention and dedicated resources—indicate the potential for 

grievance hearings, when coupled with bureaucratic commitment, to serve as a channel to justice 

for some of the most marginalized. This occurs primarily through level-hopping, enabling those 

blocked or deterred at the local level to engage higher authorities. Level-hopping opens a critical 

channel for citizen voice. But voice without teeth is empty, and complaints to higher officials can 

be damaging to citizen-state relations if they result in promises that are disconnected from 

frontline realities. Grievance redressal mechanisms thus cannot serve as stand-alone institutions, 

but must be coupled with serious efforts at capacity building, particularly at local levels where 

frontline officials often lack the resources, training, or incentives to respond. 
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