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Most people are not able to 
understand legal language on their 
own. Though technically they can 
access the law, they are not in any 
position to vindicate their own 
rights or defend themselves 
against legal challenges. 

However, the Courts (Civil and 
Criminal Justice) Reform Act 2021 
passed in Parliament last month is 
a welcome step in addressing this 
aspect for the ordinary person. 
Though the Act contains many 
important changes, it is those to 
simplify legal terminology that are 
interesting and have the potential 
to dramatically improve public 
access to justice.

For example, the archaic terms 
“in camera”, “plaintiff” and 
“subpoena” will be replaced with 
the far more intuitive “in private”, 
“claimant” and “order to attend 
court” respectively.

One way of looking at the 
changes is to see them as applying 
human-centred design principles 
to the law. 

Design is an approach to 
problem-solving that emphasises 
understanding the perspective of 
the person who experiences a 
problem or need. 

We are surrounded every day as 
consumers with examples of 
excellent design: take mobile 
phones, which despite being 
complex technology are so 
intuitively designed that they can 
be set up and working within a few 
minutes. 

The same attention to user 
experience can and should be 
applied to law: This means asking 
how an ordinary person, whose 
rights and liabilities are at issue, 
what we can do to make his or her 
experience better. We should 
remember that the law is not 
primarily for lawyers or judges – it 
applies to everyone.

A FORCE FOR GOOD

Design principles have been slowly 
infiltrating into our law for some 
time now, though in a sporadic, 
implicit and unsystematic way.

In 2013, the Legislation Division 
of the Attorney-General’s 
Chambers embarked on a project 
to modernise the language of 
Singapore’s statutes.

It adopted a human-centred 
approach, conducting a public 
survey of over 1,000 respondents 
to determine how the readability 
of our laws could be improved.

The result was the Plain Laws 
Understandable by Singaporeans 
(Plus) project, an initiative that 
seeks to update the law and make it 
more understandable to the 
average person – for example, by 
taking out unnecessarily 
complicated language (like 
“hereby” or “heretofore”) or 
simplifying phrasing (“for 
avoidance of doubt” will become 
“to avoid doubt”). 

The advent of “therapeutic 
justice” (TJ) in family law shows 
how human-centred design can be 
a powerful force for good. Though 
TJ principles have been slowly 
developing in the Singapore courts 
since the 1990s, in recent years 
there has been a decisive shift to TJ 

as the main focus of the Family 
Justice Courts (FJC). 

The Presiding Judge of the FJC, 
Justice Debbie Ong, has described 
TJ as a “lens of care” through which 
to view family law proceedings, 
and as a “problem-solving system”.

Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon 
has recently said that TJ is defined 
by three themes: It must be 
holistic, taking account of both 
legal and non-legal issues; 
restorative, aiding parties in 
repairing relationships; and 
forward-looking, encouraging 
parties to focus on their shared 
futures and not their painful past. 

FOUR WAYS FORWARD

Putting human-centred design 
into the law is welcome, but more 
can be done.

First, these principles could be 
implemented in a more systematic 
way. All proposed legal changes 
could be scrutinised to ensure that 
they comply with human-centred 
design best practices.

For a start, policymakers could 
incorporate a structured 
human-centric design process. 
This generally involves four stages: 
empathising with the target 
audience, defining the problem, 
testing solutions, and then 
delivering the final product. 

Second, to support the first 
suggestion, policy-making officers 
and legislative drafters could be 
trained specifically in 
human-centred design. This helps 
to increase their empathy and also 
the effectiveness of their policy – 
since the solutions would need to 
be tested. 

Training legislative drafters in 
human-centred design helps to 
ensure that the end-product, the 
law, is as readable as possible. The 
lessons of Plus should be 
preserved and expanded upon.

Third, human-centric design 
could be expanded beyond family 
law, to criminal law, for example.

The adversarial nature of the 
criminal process can give the 
mistaken impression that the 
prosecution and defence are at 
loggerheads, each trying to “win” 
the case. 

Actually, the prosecution, 
defence and court are all trying to 
reach a just result – one that 
balances the interests of society, 
the accused and the victims alike. 
The rationale for the adversarial 
system is that it is the best way to 
achieve this balance – but that can 
sometimes get lost in the sound 
and fury of a trial. 

Perhaps it is time to consider 
whether fundamental reforms are 
necessary here as well: For 
example, the law on criminal 
disclosure – the process by which 
the prosecution has to show its 
evidence to the defence before 
trial – keeps getting more and 
more complex. The law tries to 
strike a balance between 
disclosing enough evidence to the 
defence to conduct its case, 
without undermining the 
prosecution.

Maybe the solution is to reframe 
the problem and ask how the two 
sides can perform 
complementary, instead of 
competing, functions when 
reviewing evidence so that issues 
can be narrowed down and trials 
sped up.

Modern trials, with the advent of 
digital evidence, are increasingly 
likely to involve thousands of 
documents and hundreds of 
gigabytes of digital data. Working 
together may serve the purposes of 
justice more than working apart.

Fourth, human-centred design 
could help break down silos and 
make the law more 
interdisciplinary. For example, 
Stanford University has a Legal 
Design Lab, in which lawyers and 
designers work together on 
making law more intelligible. 

One of their projects involves 
taking court correspondence, 

traditionally dense and text-based, 
and altering it using visual design 
principles to be more readable by 
breaking up the text and using text 
boxes, images and symbols.

In Singapore, court 
correspondence is still very much 
text-based, but there is no reason 
why visual design elements cannot 
be incorporated, if those elements 
are demonstrated to increase 
access to justice.

Another example is the Civil 
Resolution Tribunal of British 
Columbia, Canada – the counter 
staff hired by the tribunal are not 
paralegals, but trained hospitality 
staff. This was because its research 
showed that tribunal users were 
likely to be stressed and confused 
when coming in – and so the first 
job was to provide them with 
empathy and reassurance. Similar 
steps could be taken here in 
Singapore, especially in the FJC, 
which has already made TJ its 
lodestar.

GREATER ACCESS TO JUSTICE

While legal terminology is often 
changed and tweaked when laws 
are amended, the Courts (Civil and 
Criminal Justice) Reform Act 
stands out because of the reason 
for the changes – not technical 
enhancement, but simplification 
to enable greater access to justice. 

Together with the Plus project, 
which aims to revamp existing 
laws to make them more 
understandable, it shows how laws 
can be redesigned to put ordinary 
people first. 

Simplifying language is but the 
tip of the iceberg, as true 
commitment to human-centred 
design could completely 
revolutionise the user experience 
of the law: not just streamlining 
procedures, but also delivering 
greater understanding and more 
productive outcomes.

The law affects everyone and 
therefore should be 
understandable to everyone.

Though some degree of 
complexity is inevitable, as far as 
possible, laws should be kept 
simple. There is a saying, 
attributed to Albert Einstein: 
“Genius is making complex ideas 
simple, not simple ideas complex.” 
Law is man-made; its complexity is 
likewise man-made. Complexity in 
law is a design problem and should 
be solved using design tools.

stopinion@sph.com.sg

• Alexander Woon is a lecturer at the 
School of Law, Singapore University of 
Social Sciences.

Jo Ellison

Here’s a question. Mr Jelly is a 
mid-ranking manager at a 
forward-facing company whose 
workforce has been working 
remotely for the best part of 18 
months. Currently his staff are 
looking for more amenable 
solutions to the new office 
comeback: ideally a working 
schedule that works for them.

Sophie has moved out to live in 
the country and would like to 
“compress” her working hours so 
that she can complete her five-day 
work week in four days. Trevor, a 
new father, wants to work from 
6am to 3pm. Letitia is working 
from Buenos Aires, and likes to put 
in a flexi-schedule as and when it 
suits her: She tends to catch up on 
her e-mails and send over pitches 
for discussion on a Sunday because 
that’s just the way she likes to roll.

Two other colleagues are 
currently job-sharing, but neither 
of them can work after the school 
pick-up, or on Thursdays, because 
of various things for which they 
need to “be around”. Both prefer to 
down tools between 4pm and 
lights out, and log back on after 
their children have gone to bed.

David came back to the office 
just after the first lockdown and 
has been a constant presence in 
the office, working in solitary 
confinement under a single office 
light. His working hours are 
strictly old-school. The question? 
When does Mr Jelly work?

There is much to ponder as we 
plan, arrange and resume the 
office schedule. That the 
pandemic has allowed for a 
collective reappraisal of our 
work-life balance has, for many, 
been an unexpected bonus – and, 
unsurprisingly, many people, 
when faced with choices, have 
found themselves prioritising their 
children, their personal schedules 
or their pets.

In being more accommodating 
to all these conflicting schedules, 
we are actually eroding the sense 
of when it is reasonable to work.

Mindful that we’ve all been 
through a brutal and unforgiving 
period in which mental health 
issues have made us more 
emotionally fragile, employers 
have offered more freedoms and 
flexibility around our availability 
and requirements, indulging 
requests for all sorts of 
dispensations that in a former era 
would have been summarily 
thrown out.

There is now an emphasis on 
mutual cooperation and 
understanding – we are reminded 
that female workers have more 
frequently been made redundant, 
and are still expected to take on 
more childcare. For the most part, 
we have weathered along a bit like 
soldiers: It will be over by 
Christmas, we have reassured one 
another. We just need to make 
things work.

But in making the work week 
more elastic, many employees 
now find themselves stretched to 
snapping point. E-mails drip 
through with incessant continuity. 
The working day meanders from 
when the first person logs on for 
the morning, and drags on until the 
last person logs off at night. 

The office diary, meanwhile, is a 
chequerboard of schedules and 
out-of-office notifications, in 
which we all try to coalesce in 
small and inconvenient gaps.

Flexible working is only as 

flexible as one’s preparedness to 
bend around another colleague’s 
needs. It’s a terrible description. 
Elastic working hours, compressed 
weeks, part-time and job shares 
are actually the most unyielding 
schedules, with hard boundaries 
that predicate when and how 
someone will do his or her work.

And so I read with horror in the 
Financial Times about proposals 
for a future in which we face a 
seven-day work week. The Work 
Unbound programme has been 
proposed by engineering group 
Arup, which has suggested to its 
6,000 employees that they can 
spread their “core work hours” 
over weekends, rather than work a 
traditional five-day week. 

The experiment, which was 
piloted in Queensland, Australia, 
and Liverpool in Britain, allows 
professionals to “choose” to do 
weekend work so that they can use 
the afternoons to train for 
marathons or do the weekly shop. 

Actually, that sounds flippant: I 
think the dude interviewed 
wanted to go cycling, in fact.

Am I alone in thinking this is 
total madness? That in being more 
accommodating to all these 
conflicting schedules, we are 
actually eroding the sense of when 
it is reasonable to work. 

The thought of encouraging my 
colleagues to send a ream of 
e-mails on a Sunday makes me 
nauseous, especially if we might 
prefer to address them ourselves 
during normal office hours. 

In an already fractured, 
disembodied system, this staccato 
method of communication is just 
messy and infuriating, a system in 
which people will ping messages 
around and no one will get things 
done.

Does nobody like to make 
decisions as a group now? Or 
maybe discuss a best plan of how 
to move ahead? Of course, there 
will always be people who catch up 

on work at weekends: and I am 
fully guilty. But few people work in 
such isolation that they need no 
interaction: and so, inevitably, 
these seven-day Unbound 
Workers will just shackle us to 
their weekend plans instead.

I may have little appetite for the 
return to the office. The incentives 
of free snacks and desk-side 
hangouts are small enticements to 
prod me from my living room. 
However, I will run towards the 
office if the act of being in that 
environment helps put even the 
faintest boundaries around the 
time I spend at work.

Yes, the commute time is a 
fiddle, and you can, no question, 
bang out 50 e-mails in your 
kitchen in the time it takes to write 
a distracted desk-bound 10. But 
there is value in that arcane 
gesture of commuting, if only to 
put an end to an already endless 
day. 
FINANCIAL TIMES

The use of simpler language is one step in a 
broader effort to redesign the law to be 
more human-centred and intelligible.

How does
a seven-day
work week
sound to you?

Making law accessible 
to the ordinary person

In making the work week more elastic, many employees now find themselves stretched to snapping point, says the writer. E-mails drip through with incessant 
continuity. The working day meanders from when the first person logs on for the morning, and drags on until the last person logs off at night. PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO

Workers want to reshape their working hours. 
But the flexibility of the elastic week holds
risks of a loss of boundaries.

We are surrounded every 
day as consumers with 
examples of excellent 
design: take mobile 
phones, which despite 
being complex technology 
are so intuitively designed 
that they can be set up and 
working within a few 
minutes. The same 
attention to user 
experience can and should 
be applied to law: This 
means asking how an 
ordinary person, whose 
rights and liabilities are at 
issue, what we can do to 
make his or her experience 
better. We should 
remember that the law is 
not primarily for lawyers or 
judges – it applies to 
everyone.
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