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A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting: Crafting Clear and Effective Agreements

a manual of style for contract drafting serves as an essential guide for legal professionals,
business owners, and anyone involved in creating binding agreements. Contract drafting is more than
just putting legal jargon on paper; it’s an art that balances clarity, precision, and enforceability.
Without a consistent manual of style, contracts can become ambiguous, riddled with inconsistencies,
or vulnerable to disputes. This article explores the key principles of drafting contracts with a well-
structured style manual, offering practical tips and insights to enhance contract clarity and
effectiveness.

Why a Manual of Style Matters in Contract Drafting

Contracts are foundational to business and legal relationships. They outline obligations, rights, and
remedies between parties. However, the language used in contracts has traditionally been dense and
difficult to interpret. A manual of style for contract drafting helps standardize language, format, and
structure, making contracts easier to understand and less prone to misinterpretation.

One major benefit of adopting a style manual is consistency. When every contract follows the same
set of guidelines, it reduces confusion for all parties involved, including lawyers, clients, and judges. It
also streamlines the drafting process, saving time and reducing errors. From terminology to
punctuation, a style manual ensures that every detail supports the contract’s purpose.

Core Principles of a Manual of Style for Contract
Drafting

Developing or following a manual of style requires attention to several foundational principles. These
principles not only improve readability but also help avoid common pitfalls that could lead to disputes.

Clarity and Simplicity

The goal of contract drafting should always be clarity. Complex legalese and convoluted sentences
often do more harm than good. A good manual of style emphasizes plain language and
straightforward sentence structures. Avoiding unnecessary jargon and using everyday words can help
parties understand their rights and obligations without needing a legal dictionary.

Consistency in Terminology

Using consistent terms throughout a contract is crucial. For example, if you define “Seller” at the
beginning, use that term consistently instead of switching to “Vendor” or “Supplier.” A manual of



style typically includes a glossary or defined terms section to ensure uniform usage. Consistency
avoids ambiguity and ensures that terms carry a precise meaning throughout the document.

Logical Organization and Structure

Contracts should be organized logically, with clear headings and subheadings that guide the reader. A
manual of style often prescribes a typical contract format, such as starting with recitals, followed by
definitions, obligations, warranties, indemnities, and termination clauses. This predictable flow helps
parties locate important information quickly and improves overall comprehension.

Precision in Language

Precision means choosing words that convey the exact legal effect intended. For example, “shall” is
often used to indicate a mandatory obligation, while “may” suggests discretion. A manual of style
clarifies the appropriate use of modal verbs and other terms to avoid unintended meanings.

Key Components to Include in a Manual of Style for
Contract Drafting

To create a robust manual of style, several components should be clearly defined. These elements
collectively ensure that all drafters adhere to the same standards.

Formatting Guidelines

Formatting plays a significant role in readability. The manual should specify font types and sizes,
margin settings, line spacing, and the use of bold or italics for emphasis. Numbering systems for
clauses and subclauses should be standardized, allowing easy referencing.

Defined Terms and Capitalization

Clear rules about defining terms and capitalization help avoid confusion. Typically, defined terms are
capitalized throughout the contract to distinguish them from general language. The manual should
instruct on how and where to introduce definitions and recommend consistency in capitalization.

Use of Lists and Enumerations

Contract provisions often contain multiple items or conditions. A good style manual advises on when
to use bulleted lists versus numbered lists, how to punctuate them, and the preferred conjunctions
(e.g., “and” or “or”). Proper enumeration reduces misinterpretation and clarifies obligations.



Cross-Referencing and Citations

Contracts frequently refer to other clauses, exhibits, or external documents. A manual of style sets
out clear rules for cross-referencing, ensuring that references are accurate, consistent, and easy to
follow. It might also include preferred formats for citing laws, regulations, or case law when relevant.

Practical Tips for Effective Contract Drafting

Beyond technical rules, a manual of style for contract drafting often incorporates practical advice to
enhance the drafting process and the quality of contracts.

Be Concise but Comprehensive

Striking a balance between brevity and thoroughness is key. Avoiding unnecessary repetition keeps
contracts lean, while ensuring all critical terms and contingencies are covered protects parties in
complex transactions.

Use Active Voice

Active voice makes sentences clearer and more direct. For example, “The Buyer shall pay the Seller”
is preferable to “Payment shall be made by the Buyer.” Active constructions reduce ambiguity about
who has which obligations.

Test for Ambiguity

Review contracts carefully to identify ambiguous terms or phrases. A manual of style may include
checklists or sample problematic language to avoid. Peer review or using contract management
software can also help spot unclear provisions.

Include Boilerplate Clauses

Certain standard clauses—such as governing law, force majeure, dispute resolution, and entire
agreement clauses—are essential for protecting parties’ interests. A manual of style provides
templates and guidance on customizing these clauses appropriately.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid in Contract Drafting

Even experienced drafters can fall into traps that a manual of style aims to prevent.



Overly Complex Language

While legal precision is important, overcomplicating the language can confuse parties. Avoiding
archaic terms and excessive legal jargon benefits everyone involved.

Inconsistent Terms

Switching terms for the same concept within the same contract creates confusion. For instance,
referring to “services” in one section and “deliverables” in another without clear distinction can cause
disputes.

Failure to Define Key Terms

Undefined terms leave room for interpretation. A style manual stresses the importance of defining all
technical or significant terms in a dedicated section to ensure clarity.

Ignoring Formatting Standards

Poor formatting can make a contract look unprofessional and difficult to navigate. Adhering to
formatting rules improves readability and fosters confidence in the agreement’s legitimacy.

Integrating Technology with a Manual of Style for
Contract Drafting

In today’s digital age, contract drafting is increasingly supported by technology. Contract
management systems and drafting software often incorporate style guides to automate consistency
checks. Integrating a manual of style into these tools can:

Automatically flag inconsistent terminology

Suggest plain language alternatives

Ensure uniform formatting across documents

Provide templates aligned with the organization’s style guide

Using such technology not only enforces style standards but also speeds up the drafting and review
processes, making contracts more efficient and reliable.



Final Thoughts on Embracing a Manual of Style for
Contract Drafting

A manual of style for contract drafting is more than a set of rules—it's a framework that elevates the
craft of legal writing to ensure contracts are clear, consistent, and enforceable. Whether you’re a solo
practitioner, part of a law firm, or managing contracts within a corporation, adopting a tailored style
manual can significantly improve the quality and reliability of your agreements. By focusing on clarity,
consistency, and precision, you reduce the risk of disputes and foster stronger business relationships
built on mutual understanding. Ultimately, a well-crafted style manual transforms contract drafting
from a tedious chore into a strategic advantage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting' about?
It is a comprehensive guide that provides practical advice and standards for drafting clear, precise,
and effective legal contracts.

Who is the author of 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting'?
The book is authored by Kenneth A. Adams, a recognized expert in contract drafting and legal writing.

Why is 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting' important for
lawyers?
It helps lawyers draft contracts that minimize ambiguity, reduce disputes, and enhance clarity and
enforceability.

What are some key principles emphasized in 'A Manual of
Style for Contract Drafting'?
Key principles include using plain language, consistent terminology, logical organization, and avoiding
unnecessary legalese.

How can 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting' improve
contract negotiation?
By promoting clear and precise language, the manual helps parties understand obligations better,
facilitating smoother negotiations and fewer misunderstandings.

Is 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting' suitable for
beginners?
Yes, the manual is designed to assist both novice and experienced attorneys by providing clear



guidelines and examples for effective contract drafting.

Does 'A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting' include
examples and templates?
Yes, the manual includes numerous examples, sample clauses, and style tips to illustrate best
practices in contract drafting.

Additional Resources
A Manual of Style for Contract Drafting: Enhancing Clarity and Precision in Legal Agreements

a manual of style for contract drafting serves as an indispensable guide for legal professionals,
corporate counsel, and contract managers aiming to produce clear, consistent, and enforceable
agreements. In the complex world of contract law, where ambiguities can lead to costly disputes, a
standardized approach to drafting is not merely beneficial—it is essential. This article delves into the
principles and practices that define an effective manual of style for contract drafting, examining how
such frameworks contribute to better legal communication and risk mitigation.

The Importance of a Manual of Style in Contract
Drafting

Contract drafting is an intricate task that involves precise language, logical structuring, and
adherence to legal standards. Without a well-defined style manual, contracts often suffer from
inconsistencies, vague terminology, and structural weaknesses that jeopardize their enforceability. A
manual of style for contract drafting establishes a systematic approach, helping drafters maintain
uniformity in terminology, formatting, and syntax across various documents.

Furthermore, by standardizing language, a manual minimizes interpretative discrepancies between
parties. This uniformity is crucial in multi-jurisdictional contexts where variations in legal traditions
and linguistic nuances can complicate contract enforcement. The adoption of a clear style manual
also expedites contract review and negotiation processes, as all stakeholders share a common
understanding of terms and presentation.

Defining the Scope and Objectives of the Manual

Every effective manual of style begins with a clear articulation of its purpose. Typically, the objectives
include:

Ensuring clarity and precision in legal language

Promoting consistency in terminology and formatting



Enhancing readability and accessibility for non-legal stakeholders

Facilitating compliance with jurisdictional and industry-specific regulations

Providing guidelines on drafting conventions, such as the use of defined terms, cross-
references, and numbering

By defining these goals upfront, a manual serves as a reference tool that guides drafters through the
complex terrain of contractual language, reducing the risk of misinterpretation.

Core Elements of a Manual of Style for Contract
Drafting

An effective manual addresses several fundamental components of contract drafting. These include
language usage, structure, formatting, and legal consistency.

Language and Terminology

Legal contracts demand language that is both precise and unambiguous. The manual should advocate
for plain English, avoiding archaic or unnecessarily complex terms that could confuse parties or
courts. For example, replacing “hereinafter” with “from now on” or “the parties” with specific
identifiers can significantly improve clarity.

Moreover, defining key terms at the outset and using them consistently throughout the document is
critical. The manual should provide guidelines on the capitalization and introduction of defined terms
to prevent confusion. Additionally, it should discourage vague terms like “reasonable efforts” without
accompanying definitions, which often lead to disputes.

Structural Organization

The organization of a contract influences its usability and enforceability. A manual of style typically
recommends a logical sequence of sections—beginning with recitals or background, followed by
definitions, operative clauses, representations and warranties, covenants, conditions precedent,
indemnities, and termination provisions.

Paragraph numbering and subheadings are essential tools for easy navigation. A consistent
numbering system, such as decimal or alphanumeric sequences, aids in referencing specific clauses
during negotiations or litigation. The manual should also address the grouping of related clauses and
the avoidance of overly long or complex provisions that hinder comprehension.



Formatting Standards

Visual consistency improves the reader’s ability to interpret contract terms accurately. The manual
should establish standards for font type and size, line spacing, margins, and indentation. For instance,
a common recommendation is Times New Roman or Arial at 11 or 12 points, with 1.15 or 1.5 line
spacing.

Bullet points and numbered lists are encouraged to break down complex obligations or conditions,
enhancing readability. The manual may also specify the appropriate use of bold or italics—for
example, emphasizing definitions or important deadlines.

Cross-Referencing and Citations

Contracts often refer to other clauses, annexes, or external documents. The manual should provide
guidelines on how to cross-reference these elements accurately and consistently, avoiding ambiguous
references such as “see above” or “as mentioned elsewhere.” A recommended practice is to include
precise clause numbers or titles, e.g., “Section 5.2 (Payment Terms).”

Similarly, citations of legal statutes, regulations, or case law should conform to recognized citation
standards relevant to the jurisdiction, ensuring that references are clear and verifiable.

Comparative Insights: Traditional vs. Modern
Approaches

Historically, contract drafting was characterized by formalistic and highly technical language, often
laden with Latin phrases and verbose clauses. While this style aimed to be comprehensive, it
frequently resulted in documents that were inaccessible to non-lawyers and prone to interpretative
challenges.

Modern manuals of style for contract drafting advocate for a shift toward plain language and user-
friendly structures without sacrificing legal rigor. This evolution reflects a broader trend in legal
practice emphasizing transparency and efficiency.

For example, a 2022 survey by the International Association for Contract & Commercial Management
(IACCM) revealed that 68% of companies adopting plain-language drafting reported fewer disputes
and faster contract cycles. Such data underscores the practical benefits of modernized drafting
standards.

Pros and Cons of a Manual of Style

Pros: Enhances clarity, reduces drafting errors, streamlines contract review, promotes
consistency across documents, and facilitates training of new legal staff.



Cons: May require initial investment of time to develop and implement; risk of rigidity that
stifles flexibility in unique contractual situations; potential for over-standardization leading to
formulaic contracts lacking tailored nuances.

Balancing standardization with adaptability remains a critical consideration in deploying any manual
of style.

Implementing a Manual of Style in Legal Practice

Adoption of a manual of style demands organizational commitment. Legal teams should tailor the
manual to reflect their jurisdiction’s legal requirements and the specific needs of their industry or
client base. Regular training sessions and updates ensure that drafters remain aligned with best
practices.

Technology also plays a role in enforcement. Contract lifecycle management (CLM) software can
incorporate style guidelines, flag inconsistencies, and automate formatting, thereby reinforcing
adherence to the manual.

Moreover, feedback loops involving contract reviewers and end-users can help refine the manual over
time, making it a living document that evolves with changing legal landscapes and business priorities.

A manual of style for contract drafting is more than a set of rules; it is a strategic tool that enhances
communication, reduces risk, and supports effective contract management. In an era where contracts
underpin nearly every business transaction, investing in a robust drafting style manual pays dividends
in clarity, efficiency, and legal certainty.
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