
mLegal seems to be an especially promising means of improving access to justice
in developing countries. The significant potential of its approach to legal client
technology stems in part from its consistency with several current trends in devel-
opment policy: e-government, and legal informatics.

First and foremost, mLegal constitutes a technological means of empowering
citizens of developing countries to participate more fully in the legal system. This
empowerment accords with the general tendency of many governments in the late-
modern period to decentralize power, largely due to technological forces.1

Furthermore, such an application of technology is consistent with the broad con-
temporary emphasis in development policy on empowering individuals.2 Within
the theoretical frameworks of information societies and of development policy,
technologically enabled citizen empowerment encompasses greater citizen
involvement in, and access to, public administrative functions generally, as
expressed, for example, in models of “collaborative government”3 and the legal sys-
tem in particular.4

In the legal domain, the phenomena of devolution and citizen empowerment
are manifested notably in the “decomposition” of legal services—including the
offering of legal services in an “unbundled” manner5—and the rebalancing of the
lawyer-client relationship to facilitate the client’s empowerment.6 To date, many
efforts related to service decomposition and client empowerment have centered on
government conduct—measures undertaken by the state to empower citizens
respecting the justice system. Such measures primarily concern “basic electronic
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publishing”7 or “information push”:8 providing access via the Internet to more
legal information, such as the texts of statutes, regulations, and court decisions, as
urged by the “free access to law,” “open government data,” and “Law.gov” move-
ments.9

In a different and equally salient dimension of the tendency toward the decom-
position of legal services and the empowerment of clients as enabled by technolo-
gy, the client takes the central role in legal reform. This dimension of reform

includes trends such as the user-
centered design of legal informa-
tion systems10 and technological
innovation within the “access to
justice” movement, especially in
the areas of online public legal
education11 and interactive docu-
ment-assembly services.12 In the
client-centered approach, the
first step is to ascertain the
client’s needs for legal informa-
tion and the technological means
by which the client can most eas-
ily and affordably access infor-
mation. Based on this knowl-
edge, services and tools are
designed to meet the client’s
needs, with technology that max-

imizes the client’s access, in terms of cost and ease of use, to the relevant informa-
tion. mLegal embodies this approach in its principle of “meet[ing clients] where
they are.”

mLegal pursues a client-centered legal services delivery model by means of two
technologies that are highly accessible—in terms of both cost and ease of use—to
low-income individuals in the developing world: mobile telephony and SMS.
Today, these technologies also constitute core components of legal services deliv-
ery. For example, in the most recent survey of technology use by U.S. lawyers, 76
percent reported using smartphones, 21 percent reported using cell phones, and 3
percent reported using text messaging in their legal practice.13 Much legal technol-
ogy innovation in developed countries has recently concerned the creation of
Internet-based legal applications (or “legal apps”) for smart phones. These “legal
apps” allow lawyers to use mobile devices to perform legal research and document
management, and to access certain information resources provided by law firms.14

Many of these “legal apps,” available at no or low cost and easy to use, can also be
used by non-lawyer citizens to access to legal information. 

Such applications, however, are not suitable for many areas of the developing
world, where Internet access is inconvenient or unavailable.15 Yet mobile telephony
is widespread, if not abundant, in most developing regions.16 A key challenge for
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technologists seeking to enhance legal service provision to low-income individuals
in the developing world, then, is to create technologies that run on mobile devices
unconnected to the Internet, and that offer improved access to legal information
resources—access comparable to that afforded by Internet-based “legal apps.”

When one considers the high levels of mobile phone access in the developing
world, along with the ease of use and relatively low cost of SMS technology, text
messaging seems to be a highly suitable way to deliver improved legal information
services to low-income communities in developing countries. At least with respect
to hardware and software platforms, the SMS-based legal information services
offered in developing nations are user-centered.

The client-centered focus is evident in the initial plan for the development of
mLegal. The needs of clients are foregrounded, particularly in the functions that
manage intake and referrals, and case management, scheduling, and reminders;
these are among the first components of mLegal to be implemented. Intake/refer-
ral applications available via SMS could substantially increase citizens’ direct access
to legal professionals. Some researchers report that in developing countries, at least
certain categories of clients—such as women who suffer from domestic violence—
have experienced access to legal services via mobile devices as empowering.17 Upon
this foundation, in which mobile technology enables particular types of clients to
initiate communication with lawyers, mLegal proposes to create a means of direct
access to legal services for a much broader client community. 

In subsequent stages of development for mLegal, other functions—suitable for
the SMS medium and suggested by development policy research, or by technology
for development, law, or other domains—might be considered. For example, con-
sistent with the recommendations of the Commission on Legal Empowerment for
the Poor, the mLegal intake/referral module might be adapted to allow citizens
with legal needs to communicate via SMS with a broader range of sources of legal
knowledge. These sources might include non-lawyers trained to assist individuals
with legal issues, and peers or neighbors who have gained particular legal knowl-
edge through experience.18

Additional functions, requiring no human mediation and designed to assist
self-represented citizens, are suggested by the interactive data collection system at
the heart of the mLegal intake/referral module. For example, interactive docu-
ment-assembly systems designed for unmediated use by non-lawyer citizens, such
as the A2J Author system created by the Center for Computer-Assisted Legal
Instruction,19 might be adapted for the SMS environment. If electronic forms for
litigation papers or legal-transaction documents frequently requested by the citi-
zens of a particular developing region could be incorporated into such a docu-
ment-assembly system, and if an SMS-based user interface and menu system were
created for such a system, non-lawyer citizens could complete such forms via
mobile phone.

Such a document-assembly system might also incorporate an SMS-based
application for direct digital submission of completed electronic forms to courts
that accept electronically filed documents. Where such SMS-based electronic sub-
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mission is not available or the citizen does not desire it (for example, if transac-
tional forms are being created), the SMS-based document-assembly system could
allow citizens with access to the Internet and printing facilities to have the com-
pleted digital forms emailed to them. Meanwhile, citizens who lack such access
could be provided with ways to create and mail printed copies of completed forms.

Legal information retrieval is another foreseeable capability of mLegal.
Although character limits and cost constraints render SMS an inappropriate medi-
um for retrieving full-text information, text messages could enable the retrieval of
key metadata related to legal documents, such as title, jurisdiction, citation, date,
document type, subject headings, and abstract. Existing SMS-based health infor-
mation retrieval technology might furnish suitable models for legal information
retrieval.20 Further, descriptive legal metadata standards such as CEN MetaLex,21

AKOMA-NTOSO,22 OAI4Courts,23 or the forthcoming Law.gov metadata schema24

could form the basis for stores of SMS-accessible metadata describing statutes, reg-
ulations, and decisions of tribunals.

In addition, lawyer-client communication applications developed for mLegal
might be adapted for law-related research purposes. For example, the Open Data
Kit SMS-based technology has been used to create mobile-phone based survey sys-
tems for collecting data on human rights abuses in African nations.25 Similar tech-
nology might be developed within the mLegal framework to gather survey data
about substantive legal issues of concern to clients, or about client satisfaction or
other parameters related to services provided via mLegal.

These and other possible extensions of mLegal systems would be facilitated by
another attribute of mLegal that accords with a current theme in legal technology:
the use of open source software.26 Key benefits of open source software include the
absence of license fees, great flexibility to adapt and extend the software for new
uses, the ability to allow anyone to contribute to the software, and substantial free-
dom to distribute one’s product.27 Systems developed with open source software
thus have the potential to serve as what Jonathan Zittrain calls “generative sys-
tems.”28 These benefits make open source software particularly well suited for use
in resource-constrained environments, where software modification and innova-
tion are priorities, and where obtaining creative input from many sources and
maintaining the capability to distribute code widely are highly desired: precisely
the kinds of environments in which mLegal is to be developed.

One potential drawback to an SMS-based approach like that of mLegal con-
cerns the lack of information access by illiterate citizens. Research on the use of
mobile phones in developing countries shows that literacy constitutes a barrier to
accessing services delivered via text message.29 The relatively high rates of adult
illiteracy in many developing nations30 suggest that legal information services
delivered via SMS may need to be supplemented by voice services. 

For those desiring to create user-centered means of improving access to justice
for low-income citizens of developing countries, SMS-based systems seem
extremely promising. Development of such systems seems consistent with several
trends in legal technology, including the unbundling of legal services, the empow-
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ering of legal clients, the prioritizing of citizens’ legal information needs and access
capabilities in the design process, and the use of open-source software.
Furthermore, legal-practice systems rooted in text-message technology could be
extended to encompass a range of innovative law-related services and functions,
including interactive document creation, e-filing of court documents, information
retrieval, survey data collection, and online conferral with non-lawyers who pos-
sess relevant legal knowledge. By “meet[ing clients] where they are” and cultivat-
ing open systems, developers of open-source, SMS-based legal technologies such
as mLegal exhibit great potential to enhance access to justice for low-income indi-
viduals in developing nations. 
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