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MAKING LEGISLATION MORE ACCESSIBLE THROUGH LAYOUT 

There are occasions when we read an Act from beginning to end, but most times we consult 
only a particular section. This means that our use of Acts is more like our approach to 
reference works such as dictionaries and encyclopaedias, which we consult constantly in a 
piecemeal fashion. 

In these circumstances, users need to be able to find sections without trouble. Having found 
the section, they also need some indication of the context in which the section operates. They 
can – as they have to do at present – skim back through the preceding pages to find the title of 
the Division or Part, or they can refer to the contents pages to find this contextual information. 
But all this activity distracts them from the task in hand. 

Layout through the use of running headers and footers can give readers immediate relief and, 
if judiciously treated, without overshadowing the text. As a result the top of each page of the 
First Corporate Law Simplification Bill contains the number and title of the chapter, part and 
division to which a section belongs. In addition, the first and last section numbers appear in 
larger type on each 2 pages. The section title is not given. Readers will be more frequently 
looking for a section number so it is better if the top of the page is left uncluttered. As well, 
readers can quickly find the title simply by glancing down the page. 

The name of the Bill and a page number appear at the bottom of each page. 

Once readers have located the correct page, layout can give them further assistance in 
comprehending the material. Systematic indenting of subsections and paragraphs within 
sections enables readers to recognise at a glance the hierarchies in the structure of the 
information. Liberal and differential spacing between the various elements also contributes to 
this by highlighting the different layers of structure. At the same time, generous spacing gives 
an open uncluttered appearance to the page and the text becomes easier to read. 

Section numbers have been moved up alongside the section headings. This has the effect of 
tying the heading more closely to the text and increasing the cohesion of the material. It also 
allows the section number to stand out more clearly. Section and subsection numbers are also 
printed in the same distinctive left hand column so that these numbers can be easily identified. 

The design innovations in the First Corporate Law Simplification Bill are experimental. 
During our testing program, we showed different versions to readers and features adopted had 
wide acceptance. They contribute to a larger investigation on the layout of legislation now 
being undertaken in the Commonwealth and NSW Parliamentary Counsel Offices and the 
Taxation Law Improvement Project. 

The objectives behind these developments is to increase the comprehensibility and readability 
of legislation. Design interplays with language and contributes to the message by highlighting 
the levels of structure in a text. This makes it easier for readers to find and to absorb the 
material. 



 


