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Plain English Law

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Legal Drafting, Consumer Protection, Public Administration,

Linguistics

1. Core Legislative Mandate

The concept of Plain English Law refers to legislation or regulatory requirements that compel

authors of official documentation--particularly legal practitioners and government agencies--to

employ language that is clear, concise, and readily understandable by the general public.

Historically, legal documents relied heavily on arcane terminology, Latin maxims, passive

constructions, and elaborate syntax, collectively referred to as "legalese." Plain English statutes

aim to dismantle this tradition of opacity, necessitating a fundamental shift toward reader-centered

writing. These laws are typically enacted at the state or federal level, specifically targeting

documents where public comprehension is paramount, such as consumer contracts, insurance

policies, and government forms.

The mandate centers on improving accessibility, ensuring that individuals are not disadvantaged

simply because they lack specialized legal training. In jurisdictions where such laws have been

implemented, lawyers and document drafters are required to eschew traditional legal prose--

characterized by long, convoluted sentences and archaic vocabulary--in favor of simplicity of

documentation. This legislative push recognizes that for law to function justly, its instruments must

be transparent. If citizens cannot understand the terms of their contracts, the provisions of their

insurance, or the rules set by regulatory bodies, their ability to exercise their rights and

responsibilities is significantly compromised.

While the specific thresholds and definitions vary by state or jurisdiction, the core requirement

remains consistent: documents must be written so they are easily comprehended by an average

person acting reasonably. This often involves eliminating unnecessary jargon, defining all technical

terms clearly, utilizing active voice, and adopting logical, sequential organizational structures. The

shift represents a move away from the historical assumption that legal documents must prioritize

precision for the benefit of the courts and toward an ethical and practical prioritization of clarity for

the benefit of the end-user.

2. Philosophical and Linguistic Underpinnings

The drive for Plain English Law is rooted deeply in philosophical principles related to democratic

governance and consumer rights. A cornerstone of the rule of law is the principle that citizens must

be able to understand the laws and regulations that govern their lives and transactions. When legal

language acts as an impenetrable barrier, it undermines democratic accountability and fosters

distrust in governmental and legal institutions. Philosophically, the movement champions
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transparency as a critical element of justice, arguing that sophisticated language should not be

used as a tool to obscure liability or circumvent informed consent.

Linguistically, Plain English principles are founded on established tenets of effective

communication. Traditional legal prose often violates these principles through the excessive use of

nominalizations (turning verbs into abstract nouns), multiple negatives, and embedded clauses that

severely strain working memory. The Plain English movement advocates for strong, simple

grammar, primarily favoring the active voice because it clearly identifies the actor, the action, and

the recipient of the action, minimizing potential ambiguity. Furthermore, the systematic organization

of information, including the use of helpful headings and formatting, is recognized as equally

important as lexical clarity.

In many regulatory environments, the effectiveness of Plain English drafting is quantified using

objective measures, such as the Flesch-Kincaid readability test or similar indices. These tools often

analyze sentence length and the average number of syllables per word to assign a document a

numerical score corresponding to the grade level required for comprehension. Although these

metrics are acknowledged as imperfect--as they cannot assess logical structure or legal precision--

they provide a practical, enforceable standard for regulatory compliance, establishing a baseline

requirement that documents must meet before they are considered legally acceptable for public

distribution.

3. Historical Trajectory and Global Adoption

The genesis of the Plain English movement can be traced back to the mid-20th century, emerging

primarily in the United States, Canada, and Australia amid rising consumer advocacy. Early

advocates recognized that complicated legal documents were often used to the detriment of

ordinary consumers who signed agreements without truly understanding the long-term

commitments or risks involved. This realization led to the initial legislative pushes, with landmark

enactments such as the New York state law passed in the late 1970s, which required plain

language in consumer contracts, marking one of the earliest official governmental mandates for

linguistic clarity.

The movement gained significant federal momentum in the United States with the passage of the

Plain Writing Act of 2010. This federal statute mandated that federal agencies use clear

government communication that the public can understand and use. It required agencies to train

employees, designate senior officials to oversee compliance, and report periodically on their

progress. This formalized the expectation that government documents, from informational

brochures to regulatory proposals, must adhere to high standards of clarity and accessibility,

thereby enhancing public access to crucial governmental information.

Globally, the principle has been widely adopted by common law jurisdictions and international
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bodies. Countries like the United Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand have integrated plain

language requirements into public sector communication and corporate reporting standards.

Furthermore, organizations such as the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) have

developed guidelines for plain language communication, reinforcing the idea that clarity is not

merely an optional courtesy but a professional and administrative necessity across borders and

disciplines.

4. Key Characteristics of Plain Language Documents

A document drafted in compliance with Plain English Law must exhibit several defining

characteristics that collectively ensure the text is accessible and usable by its intended audience.

These features go beyond simple vocabulary choice and encompass structure, design, and

organization.

Audience Focus: The writing style and level of detail are tailored specifically to the expected

reader, ensuring that the document addresses the reader's likely questions and concerns directly.

Active Voice and Strong Verbs: Reliance on active voice structures minimizes ambiguity

regarding responsibility and action, replacing weak or passive constructions that obscure meaning.

Short, Focused Sentences and Paragraphs: Sentences are kept concise, typically expressing

only one or two main ideas, thereby avoiding the cognitive burden imposed by lengthy, multi-

clause structures common in traditional legal drafting.

Logical Organization and Headings: Information is grouped clearly, often using helpful headings,

bulleted lists, and tables of contents that allow readers to navigate the document efficiently and

locate specific provisions quickly.

Defined Terms and Glossary: While technical terms (terms of art) that are essential for legal

precision are retained, they must be consistently defined and often collected in a glossary to

prevent misinterpretation.

Appropriate Formatting: Visual elements, including white space, font choice, and line spacing,

are utilized to enhance readability and ensure the document does not appear daunting or overly

dense.

5. Application Across Legal and Consumer Contexts

The application of Plain English Law is most pronounced in areas where significant power

imbalances exist between the parties involved, particularly in consumer transactions and

administrative governance. In the private sector, these laws frequently govern mandated

disclosures and standardized agreements. For instance, insurance policies, which dictate coverage
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and liability under complex scenarios, must be written plainly so that policyholders understand their

rights and exclusions before signing. Similarly, mortgage agreements, credit card terms, and

product warranties are often subject to plain language review to prevent predatory practices based

on obscured contractual details.

In the public sector, the application is broader, touching nearly every interaction between the

government and the populace. This includes environmental regulations, tax instructions, eligibility

criteria for social services, and public health advisories. The intent here is to maximize compliance

and utilization; if citizens cannot understand how to apply for benefits or how to follow a regulatory

mandate, the underlying policy goal is frustrated. Plain English is thus seen as a tool for

administrative efficiency and successful implementation of public policy.

A persistent challenge in the application of this concept lies in balancing the legal requirement for

precision with the linguistic mandate for simplicity. Legal documents must, by necessity, cover all

contingencies and potential ambiguities, often requiring language that is meticulously precise. The

goal of Plain English drafting is not to eliminate this necessary precision but to achieve it through

clear, modern language rather than through complex, traditional phrasing. Effective plain language

drafting achieves legal accuracy without sacrificing accessibility, transforming complex substance

into comprehensible form.

6. Measuring Compliance and Effectiveness

Determining whether a document successfully complies with Plain English Law involves both

quantitative assessment and qualitative evaluation of comprehension. Quantitatively, documents

are often tested against the aforementioned readability formulas to ensure they fall below a certain

grade level (e.g., aiming for a ninth-grade reading level or lower). Non-compliance in regulated

industries can lead to significant penalties, including the invalidation of contracts or monetary fines

imposed by regulatory bodies like state Attorneys General or consumer protection agencies.

However, compliance is ultimately judged by the document's effectiveness in communicating its

message. Empirical studies on the effectiveness of plain language consistently demonstrate

measurable benefits. These include a reduction in customer service inquiries, fewer legal disputes

arising from contract misunderstanding, and increased public engagement with governmental

forms. For corporations, clarity can translate directly into reduced operational costs and increased

consumer trust, serving as a powerful business argument for adopting the principles beyond mere

legal mandate.

The limitation of reliance solely on mechanical metrics is that a document can technically score

well on a readability index while still being logically disorganized or structurally confusing.

Therefore, professional compliance often requires a qualitative assessment that reviews the

document's overall structure, the coherence of its argument flow, and its success in guiding the

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=63190
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com


PLAIN ENGLISH LAW 1 6

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com

reader to the necessary information. Successful Plain English implementation requires rigorous

editing and user testing to ensure that the document functions effectively in the real world, not just

on a scoring algorithm.

7. Professional Resistance and Ethical Debates

Despite the clear public benefit, the implementation of Plain English Law has historically faced

considerable resistance, particularly within established legal communities. As noted in early

observations of the phenomenon, "Some lawyers still wish Plain English Law would never have

gone into effect." This resistance stems from several factors, including professional tradition, fear

of introducing ambiguity, and the inherent reluctance to change established drafting processes. For

generations, legal training emphasized the specific rhetorical traditions of legalese, associating

complexity with competence and formality.

A major point of ethical debate revolves around the tension between clarity and legal certainty.

Opponents argue that highly technical terms (terms of art) are essential because they carry

precise, judicially tested meanings that cannot be safely summarized or replaced by common

language without creating potential loopholes or rendering complex legal provisions unenforceable.

The fear is that simplification might inadvertently lead to imprecision, necessitating more litigation

to clarify the meaning of simplified terms, thereby defeating the objective of the law.

However, contemporary professional consensus largely holds that the resistance is misplaced. The

ethical duty of a lawyer includes communicating effectively with clients and ensuring that third

parties understand the legal instruments they are entering. Modern legal ethics supports the view

that complexity should reside in the law's substance, not its presentation. By shifting focus from the

drafter's tradition to the reader's needs, Plain English Laws reinforce the integrity of legal practice

and uphold the fundamental consumer right to be informed. The ongoing goal is therefore to

manage complexity responsibly, ensuring that legal precision is maintained through clarity, not

obscurity.

Further Reading

Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN)

Wikipedia: Plain language

Legal Information Institute (LII) - Plain English Laws

U.S. Congress: Plain Writing Act of 2010
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