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Abstract

This paper reviews the application of human-centered design (HCD) in the justice sector, focusing on what we know—and
still need to know—about the role and importance of design methodologies in achieving people-centered justice. Based
on existing research, we know that HCD, which offers a structured approach emphasizing empathic inquiry, user
engagement, ideation, prototyping, and iterative testing, is increasingly applied to justice challenges through innovation
labs, design units, and interdisciplinary collaborations. We also know that HCD interventions, including simplifying legal
forms, streamlining court procedures, developing digital tools, and establishing community justice centers, have shown
positive outcomes: increased user satisfaction, greater trust, improved perceptions of procedural justice, and enhanced
legal literacy. The conceptualintegration of HCD with dispute system design has generated approaches specifically tailored
to legal contexts, recognizing thatjustice problems are intertwined with human behavior, cognition, and emotion. However,
important questions remain around how to move beyond anecdotal evidence to rigorous, replicable studies that
demonstrate measurable impact on people-centered justice outcomes. Significant gaps also persist in standardized
metrics for evaluation, scalability of promising pilots, and strategies for overcoming institutional resistance within
traditional legal systems. Moreover, much HCD work remains focused on improving user experience within existing
institutions rather than challenging who defines legal problems or the deeply entrenched inequities that cause them.

Drawing on case studies, conceptual analyses, and interdisciplinary research, this paper argues that HCD holds significant
promise for advancing people-centered justice but requires standardized evaluation frameworks, sustainable financing
models, enabling regulatory environments, and genuine co-creation with affected communities to move from isolated
pilots to systemic transformation.

Suggested citation: Zainab Malik, Human Centered Design and People-Centered Justice 130 (Global Perspectives on People-
Centered Justice: Exploring the Evidence, Matthew Burnett & Rebecca L. Sandefur eds., 2026) abfn.org/human-centered-
design-people-centered-justice.
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Human-centered Design and
People-centered Justice

Zainab Malik ™

Introduction

Human-centered design offers a structured, empathetic approach to problem-solving, traditionally applied in
product development and service industries. Its increasing recognition in solving complex challenges, such as climate
change, public health and social inequalities, stems from its core philosophy: understanding user needs and iteratively
developing solutions that genuinely address those needs. The methodology prioritizes the human experience, shifting the
focus from institutional convenience and efficiency to individual needs, preferences and wellbeing.” The application of
design in public sector innovation is resulting in an emerging practice in which design approaches are used to develop and
implement public services, products, policies and procedures across domains such as housing, employment, health,
crime prevention, and education.?

Human-centered design (HCD) is a methodology that prescribes structured activities rather than offering a
definitive solution to a problem. Its value lies in these processes: (1) empathic inquiry, (2) user engagement, (3) ideation,
(4) prototyping, and (5) iterative testing, all of which ensure that solutions are context-sensitive, participatory, and
responsive to the user’s actual needs. Ultimately, it emphasizes the activities a team should undertake to create the most
appropriate solution for a given context, rather than being limited to a particular format.®

People working to bring innovations or improved services to the justice system have begun to employ human-
centered design. In practice, this is rolled out through designated design units, innovation labs, and digital transformation
units found in governments, academia and the private sector. The application of HCD principles to the legal and justice
sector has given rise to an interdisciplinary field known by various terms, including legal design, justice innovation,* and
human-centered civil justice design.® The field of legal design is defined as “the marriage of a human-centered design
approach to the challenges and structures of the legal system,” in order to “develop a human-centered, participatory
approach to reforming the legal system” so as to “make the legal system work better for people.”® Legal design is about
rethinking law as a service, not just an institution, which means bringing what we know about the potential for redesigning
services to improve people’s lives and applying it to their legal journey.”

Given their shared focus on understanding and addressing the real needs of justice users, legal design and
human-centered design are aligned as tools for advancing people-centered justice. However, it is important to recognize
that simply applying HCD methods does not guarantee progress toward a truly people-centered justice system. Much of
the HCD work within the legal field still targets processes or strategies that may not fully embody or prioritize justice users’
perspectives and experiences.

HCD is an emerging approach that extends beyond traditional design applications. There is a notable gap in
comprehensive studies that capture the entire HCD project lifecycle, particularly within the justice sector. Rigorous
evaluation of HCD outcomes in thisdomain is also scarce. Currently, there is no standardized or comprehensive collection
of HCD methods specifically for justice innovation. While HCD is gaining prominence as an innovation methodology, its
application in justice reform often lacks a foundation in rigorous, evidence-based practices. To achieve legal design that
not only generates novel innovations but also develops interventions capable of being piloted, evaluated, and scaled into
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evidence-based reforms and policymaking, it is crucial to implement greater methodological rigor and a stronger focus on
the lived experiences of justice users.

This paper addresses the following question: How can Human-centered design be rigorously applied and
evaluated in the justice sector to advance justice that is genuinely people-centered, beyond improving institutional
processes, and toward centering the lived experiences and priorities of justice users?

1. Existing Research, Data and Evidence

1.1. Conceptual and methodological integration

The integration of HCD into the justice sector has led to a rich conceptual and methodological landscape. The
proliferation of terms pointing to HCD principles like justice design, legal design thinking, and human-centered civil justice
design indicates that HCD provides the overarching theoretical and methodological framework for these various initiatives.
These terms all seem to share the core HCD principles of empathy, iteration, and deep user involvement. The explicit
synthesis with dispute system design further demonstrates a deliberate adaptation of HCD to the unique characteristics of
legal problem-solving, moving beyond general design principles to address specific legal contexts. Key to this integration is
the empathetic understanding of users—parties, lawyers, judges, and the public—achieved through methods such as
observation, interviews, and broader empiricaland psychologicalinquiry. Specifically, legal design thinkingis a user-centric
approach that combines design thinking methods with legal work to create solutions tailored to client needs, leveraging
techniques like empathy mapping, ideation, prototyping, and iteration.® The ultimate aim is to make legal systems and
services more human-centered, usable, and satisfying. This widespread adoption of HCD terminology and methodologies
across legal academic, nonprofit, and private sectors signifies a growing recognition of HCD’s utility in a domain
traditionally resistant to external methodologies.

Sources repeatedly highlight the need for interdisciplinary methodologies and collaboration among diverse
experts, including designers, psychologists, technologists, and others.® For example, Stanford’s Legal Design Lab is an
“interdisciplinary team.”’® The human-centered civil justice design approach draws from psychological and behavioral
science.'' This reflects an acknowledgment that justice problems are rarely purely legal; they are deeply intertwined with
human behavior, cognition, and emotion, and thus require understanding from fields beyond traditional law.

1.2. Types of HCD initiatives in the justice sector
HCD initiatives in the justice sector encompass several types of interventions,'? including:

e simplifying legal information by redesigning forms, websites, and documents with plain language and clear
visuals to enhance public legal literacy;

. streamlining court procedures, legal aid intake, and alternative dispute resolution mechanisms to reduce
complexity and administrative burden;®

e developing user-friendly digital tools such as online dispute resolution platforms and mobile applications to
improve access to justice services;

e redesigning physical environments, like courtrooms and legal service offices, to be more welcoming and less
intimidating;"* and

e establishing community justice centers that provide legal information, advice, and referrals at the local level.'®

The application of HCD in the justice sector has shown positive outcomes, like increased user satisfaction, as simplified

processes, clear information, and empathetic interactions foster respect and trust in the system. For instance, simplifying

complex legal forms has improved user experience.'® HCD interventions have also contributed to greater trust and better

perceptions of procedural justice among court users."” By focusing on individuals’ underlying problems rather than solely

on their legal disputes, HCD facilitates more holistic and effective resolutions.'® Additionally, user-centric approaches help

reduce conflict and stress by offering clearer, less intimidating pathways, thus alleviating the emotional burden justice
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seekers face.'® Improved legal literacy and empowerment result from designing accessible information and processes that
enable individuals to better understand and advocate for their rights.?° Finally, although not always the primary goal, these
initiatives often lead to cost savings through increased institutional efficiency and reduced repeat interactions by users.?'

However, most interventions have primarily focused on enhancing user experience within the formal justice
system. These include for example, redesigning court signage, simplifying forms, improving courtroom navigation, or using
human-centered methods to make legal information more accessible to court users.?? These efforts, while important in
making justice institutions more navigable, generally remain anchored in institutional settings and processes. Given that
legal needs data indicates most individuals with justice problems do not engage with courts or lawyers, 2 the overallimpact
of these interventions arising from HCD approaches on advancing people-centered justice (PCJ) outcomes may be limited
by this narrow application.

Additionally, HCD interventions are often standalone projects that may focus on improving one part of a user’s
justice journey.?* This is not aligned with the prescription of seamless and streamlined dispute resolution pathways that
deliver a continuum of PCJ justice services contained in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development’s
(OECD) 2023 Recommendation on Access to Justice and People-centred Justice Systems.?® A more effective application
of HCD to PCJ justice would involve “end-to-end system” design—where different dispute resolution phases are
intentionally structured to flow into each other.?® For instance, a structured negotiation phase becomes more effective
when preceded by a self-help resolution process that helps parties identify key issues and begin dialogue. Similarly,
facilitation gains meaning when parties understand it as part of a trajectory that may lead to binding adjudication.

In contrast, adding a single process—such as mediation—into a traditional adversarial court model may provide
some benefit but does not improve overall outcomes. Such “add-on” approaches often fail to deliver the escalating
intensity, seamlessness, and coherence of a fully integrated, people-centered justice pathway. For example, research
shows thatadding on a collaborative resolution process to an existing structure oriented around judicial decision-making
leads to under-resourcing and undervaluing alternative dispute resolution processes, despite their high level of successin
obviating the need for adjudication.?” These added-on processes risk being treated, by parties and the justice institution
alike, as just another speed bump on the way to trial, rather than as the core of a user-focused public justice process.

1.3. Empowerment by design

HCD has emerged as a promising methodological approach for fostering participatory innovation within the
justice sector. At the foundation of legal design work is the recognition that reform efforts must move beyond expert-led,
top-down approaches toward more inclusive processes that involve a wider community of stakeholders in the agenda-
setting, design, and evaluation of justice innovations. Central to HCD is the principle of co-creation, which encourages
collaboration amonga diverse and interdisciplinary group of actors, including legal professionals, technologists, designers,
and, crucially, the end-users of legal services. Rather than relying on closed, internal processes, HCD emphasizes shared
ownership through participatory methods such as design workshops, user interviews, and iterative prototyping. This shift
not only introduces diverse perspectives into legal problem-solving but also challenges the historically siloed and
hierarchical nature of legal decision-making.?®

Scholars and practitioners have highlighted the potential of HCD to “democratize” innovation in legal systems by
repositioning those traditionally viewed as passive recipients of justice—such as those experiencing legal problems and
community members—as active contributors to system redesign.?® This participatory shift is not merely procedural; it is
seen as a normative reconfiguration of authority within justice reform. By grounding legal design in the lived experiences of
users, HCD promises not only more contextually appropriate solutions but also greater legitimacy in the eyes of the public.
Research suggests that this legitimacy stems from the alignment of solutions with the actual needs, preferences, and
realities of justice users, thereby fostering greater trust.*

Implementing HCD in the public sector, especially within the justice sector, poses considerable difficulties. As
van der Bijl-Brouwer observes, identifying “the human” at the center of design is complex in public sector contexts.®
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Stakeholders are not limited to end-users but also include those responsible for implementing and managing solutions.
Given the interconnected nature of many intricate societal issues, numerous stakeholders are involved who are either
affected by the problem or could contribute to its resolution.®? There is a risk that focusing too narrowly on specific user
profiles or dominant voices may obscure or reinforce systemic inequities or inadvertently marginalize less visible or
underrepresented groups.3® Despite HCD’s framing as a collaborative approach with end users, power structures are
insidious to its practice history. This concern is central to design justice principles, which advocate for a shift from design
done to communities to design done with communities.3

A further gap in both research and practice is how HCD in justice often centers on improving user experience
within existing legal institutions rather than challenging who gets to define legal problems and their solutions. As scholars
of legal empowerment note, people-centered justice requires not only democratizing innovation but also democratizing
law itself.?® This means shifting authority from lawyers and formal justice institutions toward communities who live with
justice problems, enabling them to define priorities, generate solutions, and shape the very terms of justice reform.

1.4. Methodological limitations and challenges

As noted above, the application of HCD principles in justice-related contexts has led to some positive outcomes
for users of justice systems. But it has also brought certain methodological limitations to light. HCD can sometimes lead
to superficial engagement or “performative gestures” rather than genuine partnership and shared decision-making with
marginalized communities.®*® While it aims to center user needs, there is a risk that solutions might address surface-level
problems without tackling deeper, more meaningful issues or the root causes of inequality embedded within broader
economic and political systems.%” This can result in “bounded justice,” where interventions fail to recognize or address the
cumulative effects of historical marginalization and systemic power imbalances.®®

HCD processes, with their emphasis on deep research, iterative testing, and broad stakeholder involvement, can
be resource-consuming in terms of both human effort and financial investment.® This can be a significant barrier to
widespread adoption and scaling successful pilot projects across large, complex justice systems.

2. Gaps in Research, Data and Evidence

2.1. Need for more rigorous, replicable studies beyond anecdotal evidence

Despite the emphasis on data by both legal design and people-centered justice, there are acknowledged gaps in
empirical data and evidence on people’s justice needs and access.*° The central data infrastructure for civil justice is
underdeveloped in most countries when compared to more established sectors like health or education. While legal design
has been shown on occasion to improve user experience and increase user engagement, precise empirical data on its
broaderimpactis not yet available.

A major barrier to assessing the effectiveness of HCD interventions to advancing people-centered justice is the
absence of universal, standardized metrics to measure people-centered outcomes. Without shared indicators or
evaluation frameworks, it is difficult to compare HCD interventions or assess their scalability.

Many examples of legal design and PClJ initiatives are described as “innovative solutions” or successful “pilots.”
However, the transition from a successful pilot to a proven, scalable, and widely applicable intervention necessitates
rigorous, large-scale empirical studies that are currently largely absent. The current research landscape is fragmented,
consisting primarily of individual studies of specific contexts, using unique data collected and analyzed by people who do
not understand themselves as participating in a shared intellectual field.*'

There is to date no empirical verification that design thinking, as a standardized practice, can be scaled up to an
entire policy sector, or government, and endure over a prolonged period of time.*2 This may explain why most governments

have been willing to invest in specialized units and pilots but none have implemented design thinking across the board.
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This fragmentation severely hinders the accumulation of generalizable knowledge and the development of
evidence-based policy. This implies an urgent need for increased funding and enhanced coordination to move beyond
isolated case studies.

2.2. Improved problem diagnosis

While HCD methods are clearly defined,*® applying them within the complex and often bureaucratic justice
system presents unique challenges. The “fuzzy front end” of HCD—specifically the empathize and discover stages—is a
phase where problems are stillambiguous and a wide range of ideas are explored.* This stage can be difficult to explain or
justify, particularly to stakeholders who believe they already understand their users’ needs, or who are inclined toward
quick, tangible solutions. This is often the case when the problem definition process focuses primarily on insights from
lawyers, judges and other traditional legal experts. As a result, many design processes begin from assumptions or
preconceived notions that may not reflect users’ real experiences. For example, a commonly held assumption is that the
biggest barrier to accessing legal advice is financial cost. If a design process adopts this assumption as its starting point, it
is likely to arrive at solutions focused on offering pro bono or low-cost legal aid. However, such an approach overlooks
significant non-financial barriers to accessing legal services, such as lack of trust, unfamiliarity with legal procedures, or
fear of negative consequences.

On the other hand, an exclusive reliance on Legal Needs Surveys to diagnose and define design challenges can
be limiting.*> While these surveys are valuable for providing broad, quantitative snapshots of justice demand, they often
sideline the importance of qualitative research needed to explore the deeper dimensions of a problem. Such an approach
risks overlooking the underlying causes of justice problems, as well as the contextual and emotional dimensions that are
often critical to how people experience and resolve disputes.

A related research gap relates to who defines the problem. Much HCD work in the justice sector begins
from the perspective of legal professionals or survey framings set by institutions. There is little empirical evidence
on outcomes when communities themselves, particularly marginalized groups, lead the problem-definition stage.
Without this shift, HCD risks reinforcing institutional assumptions rather than surfacing the lived realities of those
most affected by justice system failures.

2.3. From prototypes to pilots

Not all ideas deserve to be prototyped and not all prototypes deserve to be piloted. Currently, there is no
standardized set of metrics or methods to determine which designs merit advancement to pilot. This means that
significant resources are spent on pilots with limited chances of success. Evaluation tends to be ad hoc, often
missing key dimensions such as user experience, feasibility, and long-term impact. To address this, the legal design
community must develop and adopt a core set of evaluation criteria that can be tailored to different types of
interventions, whether technologies, services, policies, or organizations.

2.4. Strategies to address resistance to change within traditional legal systems

The integration of design practices into sectors beyond traditional design has led to a growing number of
non-designers, such as public managers, adopting or engaging with design approaches to drive innovation. In the
public sector, design-based approaches are increasingly seen as tools for transformation.*® A widely recognized
requirement for effective public sector innovation is the development and implementation of solutions that cut
across agencies and organizational silos.*” This makes cross-departmental collaboration not just beneficial but
essential.

In justice systems, however, fostering such collaboration is particularly challenging. While legal
professionals may be committed to serving justice users, they often become constrained by current procedures
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and tools, which limit their ability to help people effectively. These systems are often resistant to change due to
entrenched interests, hierarchical structures, and a lack of interdisciplinary skills among legal professionals.
Designers—even those deeply committed to justice reform—may lack the political capital, institutionalknowledge,
or credibility to navigate complex bureaucratic and political landscapes effectively. This resistance can manifestin
areluctance to join pilot programs, share data, or experiment with new methodologies. Such barriers limit both the
scope of user research and the broader applicability and roll-out of design-driven insights. This can be seen in
practice from the relegation of HCD in the justice sector to innovation labs and digital offices, limiting its structural
impact.

2.5. Barriers to scaling

HCD processes, particularly in the justice sector, often carry an implicit assumption that a well-designed
solution will naturally be adopted and scaled. In reality, however, many innovations remain stuck at the early
prototype stage. For an innovative service to scale, it must land in a supportive, enabling environment—one where
itis welcomed, rewarded, and made accessible to people with pressing justice needs.

Yet, in practice, service delivery models in the justice sector are constrained by restrictive regulatory
frameworks.*® In many countries, only licensed legal professionals are permitted to offer legal advice. Regulations
frequently limit the types of business models legal service providers can adopt. Courts, bound by rigid procedural
rules, often exclude customary or informal modes of dispute resolution, even when these may be more accessible
and trusted by users.

Beyond regulation, institutional barriers also inhibit scale. For new services to be adopted widely, they
must be embedded within public budgets, procurement systems, and delivery structures—a process that is often
opaque, slow, or resistant to unfamiliar approaches.

Therefore, for HCD solutions to move beyond the pilot phase and achieve meaningful, scalable impact,
design processes must anticipate and address the regulatory, institutional, and structural barriers to
implementation. This means not only designing the service itself, but also crafting strategies for policy change,
stakeholder engagement, and systems integration as part of the design challenge.

2.6. Financial models

While many promising initiatives begin as short-term, grant-funded pilots, scaling and sustaining these
solutions requires financing strategies that go beyond project cycles and are integrated into broader systems of
service delivery. This calls for a shift in research, from isolated, anecdotal case studies to longitudinal, impact-
oriented research that demonstrates not only improved access and user satisfaction, but also cost-effectiveness,
efficiency gains, and systemic benefits. Funders and policymakers increasingly seek robust, interdisciplinary
evidence that can justify long-term investment and policy change. At the same time, research must explore which
financing mechanisms, such as public-private partnerships, outcomes-based funding, or integration into public
budgets, are most viable across different institutional and legal contexts. This includes examining not only their
financial sustainability but also how they support the adoption of user-centered tools and processes, incentivize
innovation within organizations, and align with regulatory frameworks. By identifying financing models that are both
effective and adaptable, justice institutions can be empowered to implement HCD initiatives at scale while
ensuring these solutions are embedded, supported, and sustained over time.

These financing models cannot take root without enabling regulatory environments. In many jurisdictions,
restrictive laws limit who can deliver legal services, how they are financed, and what kinds of organizations may
participate, while rigid procurement and budgeting systems prevent public institutions from adopting or funding
innovative approaches. To unlock and sustain investment in legal innovation, regulatory reforms must broaden
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definitions of legal service provision, allow for diverse delivery models, and modernize procurement frameworks to
support inclusive, performance-based funding. In short, research must not only identify what works, but also help
shape the legal and policy infrastructure that enables those solutions to grow and endure.

Concluding Recommendations

This concluding section offers nine recommendations to further develop justice applications of human-
centered design to advance justice that is genuinely people-centered.

1. Create Standardized Metrics for PCJ: Developing robust, internationally recognized metrics for measuring
PCJ outcomes will be critical for consistently demonstrating impact, guiding policy decisions, and facilitating
cross-jurisdictional comparisons. This could be achieved by adapting methodologies from health and
education, where internationally recognized indicators (including from public health) were developed to
allow cross-country comparison.

2. Identify Enabling Conditions for Adoption and Scaling: Research the regulatory, financial, institutional,
and cultural conditions that support or block the uptake and diffusion of HCD innovations in justice systems.
This means not only studying enabling regulations (such as relaxed rules on legal service provision) but also
understanding how procurement frameworks, funding models, and institutional incentives shape adoption.

3. Improve Transition from Prototyping to Scalable Pilots: Define clear criteria and evaluation methods to
determine which prototypes merit piloting based on feasibility, user impact, scalability, and alignment with
systemic goals.

4. Address Ethical and Power Dynamics in HCD Practice: Develop research frameworks to ensure genuine
co-creation and participatory design that empower justice users rather than perpetuate tokenism or
“bounded justice.” Investigate how to mitigate power imbalances within interdisciplinary teams and
stakeholder groups involved in HCD processes. This includes not only mitigating tokenism within
interdisciplinary teams but also shifting problem-definition authority to justice users themselves. Research
should explore models where communities define justice challenges and co-own the design of solutions,
rather than being positioned only as consultees.

5. Explore HCDin Preventive Justice: Exploring how HCD principles can be proactively applied to prevent legal
problems from escalating or even arising in the first place, rather than solely focusing on their resolution after
they occur. Preventive approaches should be developed in partnership with affected communities, so that
definitions of risk and priorities for early intervention reflect their lived experiences rather than institutional
assumptions.

6. Research Financing Models: Investigate which sustainable financing mechanisms—such as public-private
partnerships, outcome-based funding, or integration into public budgets—are most viable for supporting
people-centered legal innovations.

7. Create Evidence Translation Mechanisms for Policymakers: Develop tools and formats (e.g., dashboards)
to translate complex research into actionable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and funders. These
mechanisms should be designed with input from policymakers themselves to ensure usability and uptake.
For example, evidence dashboards developed in public health provide models of how complex data can
inform real-time policy decisions.

8. Investigate the Long-Term Organizational Impacts of HCD: Study how embedding HCD affects
organizational culture within justice institutions, including attitudes towards innovation, user-centeredness,
and collaboration. This could involve longitudinal ethnographic studies within courts, legal aid organizations,
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or ministries of justice to track how design practices shift power, incentives, and professional norms over
time.

9. Build a Coordinated Research Community and Knowledge Base: Facilitate interdisciplinary networks and
data-sharing platforms to reduce fragmentation and build cumulative knowledge on HCD in justice. This
might be achieved by creating a global repository of HCD-in-justice case studies, linked to standardized
taxonomies and evaluation criteria.
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Appendix

Intervention Type

Challenges

HCD Approach Utilized

Alignment with PCJ
Principles

Legal Information
Redesign

Court Process
Streamlining

Digital Platform
Development

Legal Aid Intake
Reform

Procedural Justice
Interventions

Complexity of forms;
lack of legal literacy

Procedural delays;
complexity of
procedures

Inaccessibility of
services; geographic
divides

Bureaucratic hurdles;
lack of empathy

Systemic biases;
perceptions of
unfairness

User journey mapping, Plain
language drafting, Usability
testing

Ethnographic research,
Process mapping, Rapid
prototyping

Co-design workshops,
Iterative prototyping, User
testing

User interviews, Service
blueprinting, Pilot programs

User feedback loops, Training
for court staff, Communication
design

Enhanced user empowerment;
Improved legal literacy.

Improved efficiency; Reduced
user stress; Enhanced trustin
justice.

Enhanced accessibility; Focus
on holistic problem resolution;
User empowerment.

Improved well-being;
Enhanced trust; More
empathetic service delivery.

Increased trust in justice;
Improved procedural fairness;
Reduced conflict.
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