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‘U’ is for user.   
Applying UX principles 
to contracts
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 Introduction

What is User Experience (UX) Design?

Let’s break it down. As the title says: ‘U’ is for user. The user is anyone who uses your services or your 
products. Yup, contracts can be products. In this case, the users are the parties to the agreement. 

When they use your contract, they have an experience with it. And you have the power to shape that 
experience. A positive experience means that your contract meets the user’s needs. It means that once 
they have read your contract, they understand it, and they know what they must do. Anything more 
is delight, and anything less is a problem. If you’ve ever thought that your contract could do more to 
meet the needs of your audience, you’ve come to the right paper. Here are 10 UX design principles to 
get you started. 

We love a good grassroots movement, and the push towards clear legal 
communication has us positively tingly. Developments in legal design, 
legal tech, and legal user experience have gained momentum in the last 
couple of months, with experts from diverse disciplines and backgrounds 
contributing to turning the legal profession on its head. Exciting times!

The movement seems to be driven by rapid advances in technology 
and a growing dissatisfaction among the users of legal services with 
the way the legal system appears to exclude instead of empower. From 
incomprehensible contracts and confusing court procedures to the way 
law firms bill for their time; users are getting the shortest end of the stick. 
But the tide is turning. And lawyers who want to stay afloat have to start 
putting the user first.  

While a lot of the focus has been on improving access to justice and 
getting rid of legal jargon, we want to spend some time thinking about 
how we can apply the principles of User Experience Design to contracts. 
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2The Aesthetic-Usability effect

Attractive things work better. Users often perceive 
aesthetically pleasing design as design that’s more 
usable. Aesthetically pleasing design can make 
users more tolerant of minor usability issues. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

Before you simply swop Times New Roman for Verdana or add a splashy 
heading, think about what design means. It’s more than making 
something pretty. As Margaret Hagan explains, design is where creativity 
meets practicality. It’s about creating ‘[contracts] that are intuitive, 
engaging, valuable, and beloved by the people that use them’ – ensuring 
that the attractive contract doesn’t just appear more usable but is more 
useful because it addresses the user’s problems.  

?

01.
The Aesthetic-
Usability effect

Resources

If you want to understand legal design, check out Law by Design.  

If you want to hone your skills as a legal designer, enrol in the 
Legal Creatives legal design academy.

If you want some inspiration, check out the World Commerce and 
Contracting contract design pattern library.

https://www.lawbydesign.co/legal-design/#design
https://www.lawbydesign.co/legal-design/
https://www.legalcreatives.com/
https://contract-design.worldcc.com/
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3The False-Consensus effect

The False-Consensus effect is a tendency to assume 
that others share your beliefs and will behave 
similarly in a given context. Many professionals suffer 
from the false-consensus effect, including lawyers. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

Lawyers must remember that their end-users are not necessarily lawyers. 
Here are two responses to a recent blog by Ken Adams. While his blog 
focuses on the fact that nonlawyers can be trained to assist with contract 
drafting, the responses highlight the fact that your users are often 
nonlawyers and that you need to keep that in mind when you draft to 
help ensure that these ‘economic instruments’ help to ‘involve, invest, 
and engage’ the user. 

?

02.
The False-Consensus 
effect

Richard Mabey, co-founder and CEO of Juro, a contract collaboration platform

As lawyers we are anchored to think that contracts are all about us. That we are the end users of contracts. 
That’s because lots of the time we devote to contracts goes on (or should go on) bespoke drafting or 
negotiation of ‘legal’ points. It’s often all we see. But the notion that contracts are purely ‘legal’ constructs 
is wrong. Contracts are first and foremost economic instruments. And the end users of contracts are not 
lawyers but consumers, HR professionals, sales people, and many others…

Craig J. Conte, , board member of the International Association for Contract and Commercial 
Management (IACCM)

Contracting is a team sport. Lawyers and legal expertise are certainly needed. But contracts are meant to 
reflect a business relationship. As such, we need the ‘business’ or others in the ecosystem (for example, risk, 
sales, procurement, and finance) to be involved, invested, and engaged for the best type of contracting. And 
there’s no reason why that involvement shouldn’t include having a say in how deal terms are worded. After 
all, lawyers aren’t generally regarded as having a monopoly on good writing!

http://adamsdrafting.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rmabey/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://juro.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/craigjconte/
https://www.iaccm.com/
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4The Pareto Principle

03.
The Pareto Principle

The Pareto Principle is also known as the 80/20 
principle or the risk-based approach. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

Taking the risk-based approach means that you don’t try to cater for 
every eventuality in a contract. If you do, you’ll end up burying your user 
under a pile of useless information we recently received a 44-page NDA 
to sign before presenting a workshop when no confidential information 
was to exchange hands. Don’t try to cater for every risk – focus on the big, 
hairy ones and make sure they don’t get lost in the noise. 

?

80

20

The 80/20 of Plain Language

When we edit a contract there are some changes that have a big 
impact. If you don’t have time to focus on everything, focus here: 

1. Write in the active voice unless you want to hide the subject 
on purpose. 

2. Spot and correct nominalisations. That means turning 
perfectly good verbs (or other parts of speech) into nouns. 
Nominalisations make your writing more abstract and 
technical. Look for words that end in ‘ion’ and ‘ment’, like 
consideration or suspicion and adjustment and turn your 
nominalised words back into verbs (consider, suspect, 
and adjust). 

3. Refer to your readers directly (not in the third person), and 
don’t call them weird names like lessor and lessee when 
landlord and tenant will do.
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5The Doherty Threshold

04.
The Doherty 
Threshold

All readers suffer from information overload and 
perhaps an unhealthy amount of impatience. After 
only 10 seconds, users grow impatient if they don’t 
have enough information on whether they are 
making progress. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

Even short contracts can feel endless when you combine dense writing 
(usually in the passive voice) with sentences that span pages and headings 
that don’t provide any clues as to the content of the section. Headings like 
General, or Miscellaneous. The reader has no sense of progress, of what is 
coming and of how long it will take to read. So they stop reading. Or they 
continue (because it’s their job to review your writing), and they become 
increasingly agitated and liberal with their red ink.  

?

A CASE STUDY

The project: An investment application form and terms

The brief: Redesign the form to increase the number of successful transactions and reduce the 
number of incorrectly completed forms.   

The product: One of the problems with forms is that users don’t understand which sections to 
complete or what to do once they have completed the form. They delay completing the form because 
they have no idea how long it’s going to take them, and no indication of how far they are from 
completing it. We solved the problem by adding a small progress bar to the form (even though it was 
a paper form) indicating how many sections remained. We added a break-down of each section on the 
cover, with a clear description of which sections were to be completed by which client. 

What users thought: Users felt more motivated to complete the form and felt like they had more 
control over the process.   

?
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6Weber’s Law of Just Noticeable Differences

A CASE STUDY

The project: Policy wording for a short-term insurance product

The brief: Create policy wording that is easy to read and understand, and visually aligned with the 
company’s marketing material. 

The product: We created policy wording that looks like a glossy publication. Complete with photos and 
blurbs. The wording was clear and easy to understand. We even threw in an article about how insurance 
works to help first-time clients understand the product better. We were proud, and the client was thrilled. 

What users thought: Users loved it. As a guide to understanding the product. But they didn’t realise 
that this was their agreement, and they expected to receive an additional contract full of fine print. They 
were wary of the document we had created and didn’t think that it would protect them. Why? Because 
it was so far removed from what they were used to. After the testing, we pulled back on the creativity 
just a little, and users were more comfortable.  

?

05.
Weber’s Law of Just 
Noticeable Differences

Users don’t like dramatic changes. Subtle changes work better. This means that if 
you do a significant redesign, there’s a high probability that users won’t like it.

How does this relate to contracts? 

You don’t have to make a drastic change all at once. In fact, it may be wise not to. Weber’s Law of Just Noticeable 
Differences states that slight changes over time beat noticeable differences when it comes to user experience. 
Users dislike significant changes, even if those changes will benefit them. 

?

Which of these privacy policies would you feel comfortable with? 

•  LinkedIn have subtly changed their privacy policy design: https://www.linkedin.com/legal/privacy-policy

•  Juro has taken the traditional privacy policy and turned it visual: https://juro.com/policy.html

•  And August has taken it to the next level with their interactive privacy policy. They also offer a ‘traditional 
version’ for those who are more comfortable with the fine print. https://www.august.com.au/privacy-policy/

https://articles.uie.com/death_of_relaunch/
https://www.linkedin.com/legal/privacy-policy
https://juro.com/policy.html
https://www.august.com.au/privacy-policy/
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7The rule of first impressions

06.
The rule of first 
impressions

People make snap judgements. It takes a fraction of 
a second to make a great (or bad) first impression. 
Things that users see or hear when they start 
reading your contract will shape their opinion of the 
contract and the organisation that created it.

How does this relate to contracts? 

Readers make snap judgements about your firm or company the 
moment they see your contract. So, what is the first thing they see?

Go to your marketing department and ask them for help. If you don’t 
have one, check out the World Commerce and Contracting contract 
design pattern library. They offer incredible resources to help make sure 
you create a lasting first impression. 

 https://contract-design.worldcc.com/library

Once your readers are drawn into the contract by the clear design, what 
do they read first? The boilerplates? We’ve started incorporating a special 
‘Hopes and Fears’ section as an introduction to some of our contracts. It’s 
an opportunity for the parties to put their cards on the table and make 
their intentions known. It’s a form of relational drafting, and it sets the 
tone for the rest of the agreement. And the relationship, for that matter!

?

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01449290500330448
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01449290500330448
 https://contract-design.worldcc.com/library
https://hbr.org/2019/09/a-new-approach-to-contracts
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07.
Isolation Effect

When multiple similar objects are present, the 
one that differs from the rest is most likely to 
be remembered.

How does this relate to contracts? 

The way you choose to emphasise clauses matters. The purpose of 
emphasis is to draw the reader’s attention to a clause and to motivate 
them to read it because it’s important. Traditionally, lawyers use bold 
type and uppercase to emphasise important clauses without thinking 
about whether that is the most effective way to highlight something. 
Start digging into the readability of uppercase versus sentence case, and 
you’ll soon find yourself entangled in varying arguments. Here’s a break-
down. Users are used to reading sentence case, so using uppercase will 
slow them down. This is not necessarily a bad thing. Reading important 
clauses slowly might improve comprehension. But couple that with 
bold type and the advantage disappears. In addition, we’ve learned to 
associate uppercase with aggression. See for yourself how the three 
methods of emphasis compare. Which method of emphasis on the 
following page would most motivate you to read? 

?

https://uxplanet.org/why-letter-casing-is-important-to-consider-during-design-decisions-50402acd0a4e
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CONCLUSION OF SALES AND AVAILABILITY OF STOCK 

1. Registered users may place orders for Goods, which Takealot or the Third Party Seller may 
accept or reject. Whether or not Takealot or the Third Party Seller accepts an order depends 
on the availability of Goods, correctness of the information relating to the Goods (including 
without limitation the price) and receipt of payment or payment authorization by Takealot for 
the Goods.

2. Takealot or the Third Party Seller will indicate the acceptance of your order by delivering 
the Goods to you or allowing you to collect them, and only at that point will an agreement 
of sale between you and Takealot or the Third Party Seller come into effect (the “Sale”). This 
is regardless of any communication from Takealot stating that your order or payment has 
been confirmed. Takealot will indicate the rejection of your order (by Takealot itself or the 
Third Party Seller) by cancelling it and, as soon as possible thereafter, refunding you for any 
amount already paid.

CONCLUSION OF SALES AND AVAILABILITY OF STOCK

1.	 Registered users may place orders for Goods, which Takealot or the Third Party Seller may accept or reject. Whether 
or not Takealot or the Third Party Seller accepts an order depends on the availability of Goods, correctness of the 
information relating to the Goods (including without limitation the price) and receipt of payment or payment 
authorization by Takealot for the Goods.

2.	 NOTE: Takealot or the Third Party Seller will indicate the acceptance of your order by delivering the Goods 
to you or allowing you to collect them, and only at that point will an agreement of sale between you and 
Takealot or the Third Party Seller come into effect (the “Sale”). This is regardless of any communication 
from Takealot stating that your order or payment has been confirmed. Takealot will indicate the rejection 
of your order (by Takealot itself or the Third Party Seller) by cancelling it and, as soon as possible 
thereafter, refunding you for any amount already paid.

CONCLUSION OF SALES AND AVAILABILITY OF STOCK

1. Registered users may place orders for Goods, which Takealot or the Third Party Seller may accept or reject. Whether 
or not Takealot or the Third Party Seller accepts an order depends on the availability of Goods, correctness of the 
information relating to the Goods (including without limitation the price) and receipt of payment or payment 
authorization by Takealot for the Goods.

2. NOTE: TAKEALOT OR THE THIRD PARTY SELLER WILL INDICATE THE ACCEPTANCE OF YOUR ORDER BY 
DELIVERING THE GOODS TO YOU OR ALLOWING YOU TO COLLECT THEM, AND ONLY AT THAT POINT 
WILL AN AGREEMENT OF SALE BETWEEN YOU AND TAKEALOT OR THE THIRD PARTY SELLER COME 
INTO EFFECT (THE “SALE”). THIS IS REGARDLESS OF ANY COMMUNICATION FROM TAKEALOT STATING 
THAT YOUR ORDER OR PAYMENT HAS BEEN CONFIRMED. TAKEALOT WILL INDICATE THE REJECTION OF 
YOUR ORDER (BY TAKEALOT ITSELF OR THE THIRD PARTY SELLER) BY CANCELLING IT AND, AS SOON 
AS POSSIBLE THEREAFTER, REFUNDING YOU FOR ANY AMOUNT ALREADY PAID. 



13 October 2020‘U’ IS FOR USER.  A pink paper by Hey Plain Jane and Novation Consulting

10Peak-end Effect

08.
Peak-end Effect

People judge an experience primarily based on how 
they felt at its peak and its end, rather than the 
whole experience. This effect occurs regardless of 
whether the experience is pleasant or unpleasant.

How does this relate to contracts? 

Remember this basic rule of thumb: don’t hide the punchline! Don’t 
start with lengthy introductions (this guy has something to sell and that 
guy wants to buy that thing, and so guy 1 sells the thing to guy 2 and 
they agree as follows), followed by pages of definitions (most of which 
are never used in the contract). And don’t end with a ‘General’ section 
(the dumping ground for terms that didn’t fit comfortably into other 
sections). No, start with the useful stuff. The clauses that describe the 
agreement. The boilerplates can wait. And end on a high note near the 
signature clause – you can be sure that readers will be paying attention 
near the end.

But the Peak-end effect has wider application than simply 
recommending a bright icon or a high-five at the end of a contract. Let’s 
take the experience beyond the contract to what happens you’re your 
user is unhappy and complains? People remember negative interactions 
more vividly than positive ones. Moments of frustration and anger will 
have a substantial effect on the way your user recalls an interaction 
with you. If you’re hoping to build lasting relationships, think about 
every interaction and how you can make it frictionless for the user. Your 
answers to complaints should be direct, clear, and unambiguous. But 
mostly, they should be helpful.   

?

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peak%E2%80%93end_rule
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11The Principle of Familiarity

A CASE STUDY

The project: A quote for a long-term insurance product

The brief: Create a quote that clients will understand and that will help brokers sell more products

The product: The first thing we did was to make the quote look like other quotes that the user might 
be used to. In the original document, the crucial information was hidden throughout the quote, but we 
created a dashboard that shows the reader all the benefits they have applied for, how much cover they 
would have, and what that would cost them each month. 

What users thought: Users were thrilled that their questions were answered on the first page and that 
they didn’t have to search for the information. They were able to see everything at a glance. 

?

09.
The Principle of 
Familiarity

Users prefer your product to work the same way as 
all the other products from the product’s category. 
This rule applies to all the products we use. By 
making your design predictable, you minimise the 
cognitive load that user experience when they use 
your product. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

No, this is no excuse for your contracts to look like the two-column, 
size six font disasters that are out there. It means that you need to look 
to other types of information that your readers consume and create 
contracts that mimic documents to improve user experience. 

?
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10.
Picture Superiority 
Effect

Pictures and images are processed much faster 
and are more likely to be remembered than 
words. Studies prove that we recall graphics a lot 
easier than we do text. By pairing text with images, 
you increase the chance that users will understand 
and remember the information. 

How does this relate to contracts? 

How many times have you doodled a process to explain it to a client? 
Or mapped out a timeline to understand it better? Why not use that 
in the contract? Depending on your audience you can decide to go 
full visual contract like this Comic Contract for farm labourers, or this 
employment contract by Aurecon, or take more of an infographic route, 
as in the Airbus NDA.  

In this example Royal Dutch Shell included four simple illustrations to 
explain when risk and title of oil are transfered during delivery. 

Image Source: IACCM and Royal Dutch Shell

?

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Picture_superiority_effect
https://creative-contracts.com/
https://www.aurecongroup.com/about/latest-news/2018/may/visual-employment-contract
http://www.visualcontracts.eu/blog/user-friendly-nda/
https://contract-design.worldcc.com/delivery-dia
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About Hey Plain Jane

Hey Plain Jane is an information design agency. We turn complexity into clarity and help 
organisations connect with their users again. Here are a few of our favourite things: 

• Helping companies create a strategy for clear communication. Many organisations have never thought to 
include clarity as a strategic objective and don’t know where to start. We help create and manage a culture 
of clarity. 

• Unravelling complicated contracts and terms and creating something clear, useful, and beautiful. The 
beauty of our relationship with Novation is that we marry the legal and the linguistic so that the plain 
language documents we create don’t end up in a never-ending ping-pong match between the legal and 
product departments. 

• Training in-house contract drafting teams to take over the project once our dream team have done their 
thing.  While we’d love to stick around, we don’t want to create dependencies on our services and we 
definitely don’t want the project to fall flat when we leave. So we create blended learning courses and train 
the in-house teams to take over. 

For more about us visit www.heyplainjane.com.

About Novation

We’re a unique interdisciplinary gang of rehabilitated lawyers, change managers, design 
thinkers, information designers, risk managers, chaos pilots and troublemakers. We 
combine our powers to design legal, compliance and risk management solutions that 
make sense. We turn compliance on its head, shake the nonsense out of its pockets and 
present it in a fresh and exciting way. 

Here is what we spend most of our time on: 

• We create customer terms & conditions that people actually want to read. In the process, we make sure that 
organisations treat their customers fairly. 

• We help organisations to manage their commercial contracts and to build relationships that are based on 
trust and understanding (and a little bit of tenderness). We create awesome templates, negotiation and 
drafting playbooks with a light sprinkling of appropriate tech.

• We  policies. Done well they can increase efficiency, improve teamwork, establish culture and protect 
everybody. What’s the point of shelling out vast amounts of money on a set of policies, procedures or 
guidelines only to have them gather dust in a drawer somewhere? If it’s not read, it’s dead, we say.

• We do legal, risk and compliance interventions. Are you wondering why people hate legal, compliance and 
risk management? We can help diagnose the problem and fix it. We refer to this as our #complianoscopy 
service. It’s a thing. 

• Information governance and data protection is our passion. It involves many things we love, like improving 
processes, getting the most out of your data and big, hairy change management problems. From getting 
buy-in, to policy development and kick-ass training. We do it all.

Connect with @Novcon on LinkedIn, or check out www.novcon.co.za.

https://www.heyplainjane.com/
https://novcon.co.za/2019/06/07/why-your-legal-and-compliance-teams-need-a-complianoscopy/
www.novcon.co.za

