
TEN PRINCIPLES OF EFFICIENT LEGAL WRITING 
 

 

1.  KEEP YOUR SENTENCES SHORT  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“The trustee may pay all or part of the income to or for the benefit of the beneficiary or may 

accumulate all or part of the income, distribute trust principal (even all of it if necessary) to or 

for the benefit of the beneficiary for the beneficiary’s maintenance, support, education, 

comfortable living, business or professional needs, or general welfare, and if there is more than 

one beneficiary, pay income or distribute principal to or for the benefit of the beneficiaries as it 

determines (even excluding one or more of the beneficiaries) without regard to any principle of 

law requiring impartiality among beneficiaries of the trust.”  

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“Mr. Smith has the discretion to pay any of the trust income for the benefit of Ms. Jones or may 

accumulate it. Mr. Smith may pay any of the trust principal for the benefit of Ms. Jones so long 

as it is for her general welfare. If another beneficiary is added in the future, Mr. Smith has the 

discretion to pay income or principal for the benefit of either beneficiary, even excluding one 

beneficiary entirely. Mr. Smith may do this despite any law requiring impartiality among 

beneficiaries.” 

 

2.  BALANCE YOUR SENTENCES  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“Compensation of the employee under the Employment Contract, whether or not deemed a 

salary disbursement as that term is defined by applicable law including but not limited to state 

and federal tax codes, will not exceed $100,000.”   

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“The employee will not be compensated more than $100,000 under the Employment Contract, 

whether or not deemed a salary disbursement as that term is defined by applicable law including 

but not limited to state and federal tax codes.” 

 

3.  USE ACTIVE WORDS  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“The defendant has undergone surgery.” 

 

“The jury was deliberating for hours.” 

 



A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“The defendant underwent surgery.” 

 

“The jury deliberated for hours.” 

 

4.  WRITE IN THE POSITIVE VOICE  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“There is no need to file a separate declaration unless instructed to do so.”  

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“Only file a declaration if so requested.” 

 

5.  ELIMINATE LONG CLAUSES WITHIN YOUR SENTENCES  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“Appellant’s claim that the default judgment entered against him in the lower court as a result of 

his failure to comply with four separate discovery orders including one for appearance at his 

deposition is an abuse of the lower court’s discretion is unfounded.” 

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“Appellant claims the lower court abused its discretion when it entered default judgment against 

him for violating four separate discovery orders including one for appearance at his deposition. 

This claim is unfounded.” 

 

6.  UNTANGLE NOUN STRINGS  

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“All customers must complete a customer purchase survey intake questionnaire.”  

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“All customers must complete a survey regarding their purchase.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7.  NO NOMINALIZATIONS 

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“The case’s significance is in its demonstration of the court’s recognition of the great importance 

of the right to privacy” 

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“The case is significant as it demonstrates that the court recognizes the importance of the right to 

privacy” 

 

8.  ELIMINATE AMBIGUITY   

 

HOW NOT TO DO IT: 

 

“You cannot overfill the reactor’s core.”  

 

A BETTER CONSTRUCTION: 

 

“Do not overfill the reactor’s core.”  

 

OR 

 

“It is impossible to overfill the reactor’s core.”  

 

9.  AVOID LEGALESE 

 

Do not use archaic words like: 

 

  aforesaid 

hereinbefore 

res ipsa loquitor (or any other Latin term) 

heretofore 

thereunto 

verbs ending in –eth (cometh, bringeth, etc.) 

said, same, such (when you mean the) (ex: “the said document became void’) 

one (before a person’s name) (ex: “plaintiff met one Sam Jacobs on the subway”) 

 

10.  PROOFREAD YOUR WORK!!!   

 

Mistakes will appear even when you are confident your work is perfct!   

   


