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Active and Concrete Verbs in Legal Writing: Elevating Clarity and Persuasion

active and concrete verbs in legal writing serve as the backbone of clear, persuasive, and
authoritative communication. Whether drafting contracts, briefs, pleadings, or memos, legal
professionals rely heavily on precise language to convey complex ideas succinctly. However, many
legal documents fall prey to passive constructions and vague wording, diluting their impact and
sometimes causing confusion. Understanding how to harness active and concrete verbs in legal
writing can transform your prose from dull and ambiguous to dynamic and compelling.

Why Active and Concrete Verbs Matter in Legal Writing

Legal writing often involves conveying detailed information, complex arguments, and instructions that
must be understood quickly and accurately. Passive voice and abstract verbs tend to clutter
sentences, making them longer and harder to grasp. Active verbs, on the other hand, place the
subject at the center of the action, making sentences more direct and engaging. Concrete verbs
specify the exact action, reducing ambiguity and enhancing reader comprehension.

Using active and concrete verbs in legal writing not only improves clarity but also strengthens
persuasiveness. Judges, clients, and opposing counsel appreciate straightforward language that
respects their time and intelligence. This style also minimizes the risk of misinterpretation, which can
be critical when legal rights and obligations depend on precise wording.

Understanding Active Voice vs. Passive Voice

In active voice constructions, the subject performs the action expressed by the verb. For example,
"The plaintiff filed the motion," clearly identifies who is doing what. Conversely, in passive voice, the
subject receives the action: "The motion was filed by the plaintiff." While passive voice is sometimes
necessary, overusing it can make legal writing seem evasive or indirect.

Consider this sentence:
- Passive: "The contract was breached by the defendant."
- Active: "The defendant breached the contract."

The active sentence is more concise and immediately clarifies responsibility, which is crucial in legal
contexts.

The Role of Concrete Verbs in Precision

Concrete verbs specify the exact action and often carry a stronger meaning than general or abstract
verbs. For instance, verbs like "execute," "amend," "challenge," or "enforce" convey clear legal
actions. Contrast these with vague verbs such as "do," "make," or "handle," which leave too much
open to interpretation.



Using concrete verbs helps reduce ambiguity, a vital aspect of legal documents. When a contract
states that a party must "deliver" goods by a certain date, the verb "deliver" clearly indicates the
obligation, leaving little room for misunderstanding.

Practical Tips for Incorporating Active and Concrete
Verbs

Identify and Replace Passive Verbs

Start by reviewing your drafts for passive constructions. Ask yourself who is performing the action and
whether the sentence can be rewritten in active voice. Often, this simple change sharpens the
sentence and improves flow.

Example:
- Passive: "A decision was reached by the court."
- Active: "The court reached a decision."

Choose Specific Verbs Over General Ones

Swap out generic verbs with more precise alternatives. Instead of saying "make an agreement," say
"negotiate an agreement" or "finalize an agreement." This not only clarifies action but also reflects
the exact stage or nature of the legal process.

Be Mindful of Verb Tense and Consistency

Legal writing often involves multiple timelines—past actions, ongoing obligations, and future
requirements. Using active and concrete verbs consistently in the correct tense helps maintain clarity
about when events occur and who is responsible.

Balance Formality with Readability

While legal writing must remain professional, it doesn’t have to be stilted. Active and concrete verbs
enliven prose without sacrificing formality. Avoid archaic or overly complex verbs when simpler,
clearer ones will do.

Examples of Active and Concrete Verbs Commonly



Used in Legal Writing

Here are some verbs that frequently appear in effective legal documents and can enhance the
precision and impact of your writing:

Adjudicate

Allege

Authorize

Challenge

Comply

Contest

Execute

Grant

Incur

Negotiate

Obligate

Resolve

Terminate

Validate

Using these verbs precisely can clarify the parties’ actions and legal consequences, making
documents more authoritative and easier to follow.

How Active and Concrete Verbs Improve Legal
Persuasion

In persuasive legal writing, such as briefs or motions, the choice of verbs can subtly influence the
reader’s perception. Active verbs impart energy and confidence, suggesting that the writer has
control over the facts and the law. Concrete verbs pinpoint the exact nature of actions and legal
issues, reducing doubt or ambiguity that opponents might exploit.



For example, compare:
- “The defendant may have been negligent.” (Passive, vague)
- “The defendant breached the duty of care.” (Active, concrete)

The second sentence asserts a clear, direct allegation that is harder to dismiss.

Enhancing Legal Arguments

When arguing a point, active verbs help attribute responsibility sharply and highlight causation.
Instead of passive phrases like "was caused by," active verbs like "caused" keep the argument
straightforward and compelling.

Strengthening Contracts and Agreements

In contracts, using active and concrete verbs defines duties and rights clearly, which can prevent
disputes. Clear language ensures that each party understands their obligations without room for
misinterpretation, reducing potential litigation.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

While active and concrete verbs are powerful, there are some pitfalls to watch out for in legal writing.

Avoid Overuse of Aggressive Verbs

Legal writing should be assertive yet professional. Overusing verbs like "attack" or "accuse" can come
across as combative or unprofessional. Choose verbs that maintain respect for all parties involved.

Don’t Sacrifice Precision for Simplicity

While simplicity is good, sometimes a more complex verb better captures the legal nuance. For
example, “rescind” has a specific legal meaning different from “cancel.” Always select verbs that
accurately reflect the intended legal effect.

Beware of Jargon and Obscure Verbs

Avoid archaic or overly technical verbs that may confuse non-specialist readers. Clear communication
is key, especially when clients or judges might not be familiar with obscure legal terms.



Building Stronger Legal Documents Through Verb
Choice

Ultimately, the deliberate use of active and concrete verbs in legal writing elevates the quality of your
documents. By making your sentences more direct, vivid, and precise, you engage your readers
better and reduce the risk of misinterpretation. Whether you’re drafting a simple letter or a complex
litigation brief, paying attention to verb choice can make a significant difference.

Practicing this skill involves revising drafts carefully, seeking feedback, and continually expanding
your legal vocabulary. Over time, your writing will become not only clearer but also more persuasive
and impactful. The power of active and concrete verbs in legal writing lies in their ability to sharpen
your message and help your arguments stand on solid ground.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are active verbs in legal writing?
Active verbs in legal writing are verbs that show the subject performing the action directly, making
sentences clearer and more concise.

Why is using active verbs preferred over passive verbs in
legal writing?
Active verbs are preferred because they create clearer, more direct sentences that are easier to
understand, reducing ambiguity and improving the persuasiveness of legal documents.

What are concrete verbs, and how do they improve legal
writing?
Concrete verbs are specific and vivid action words that help convey precise meaning, making legal
writing more engaging and easier to interpret.

Can you give examples of active and concrete verbs
commonly used in legal writing?
Examples include 'argue,' 'assert,' 'grant,' 'deny,' 'enforce,' 'challenge,' 'authorize,' and 'execute.'
These verbs clearly describe actions taken by parties or courts.

How do active and concrete verbs affect the tone of legal
documents?
They create a more authoritative, confident, and straightforward tone, enhancing the document's
professionalism and readability.



Are there situations in legal writing where passive verbs are
acceptable?
Yes, passive verbs can be appropriate when the actor is unknown, irrelevant, or less important than
the action or result, such as in procedural descriptions.

How can legal writers identify when to replace passive verbs
with active, concrete verbs?
Legal writers should look for sentences where the subject is unclear or the action is vague and revise
them to specify who is performing the action using strong active verbs.

What impact do active and concrete verbs have on the clarity
and efficiency of legal communication?
They enhance clarity by making sentences more straightforward and efficient by eliminating
unnecessary words, helping readers quickly grasp the intended message.

Additional Resources
Active and Concrete Verbs in Legal Writing: Enhancing Clarity and Precision

Active and concrete verbs in legal writing serve as essential tools that transform dense, often
convoluted legal texts into clear, compelling narratives. Legal professionals frequently grapple with
the challenge of conveying complex information accurately while maintaining readability. The
strategic use of active and concrete verbs not only sharpens the precision of legal documents but also
fosters greater engagement and understanding among judges, clients, and peers. This article delves
into the significance of these verbs in legal drafting, examining their impact on clarity,
persuasiveness, and overall communication effectiveness within the legal field.

The Role of Active Verbs in Legal Writing

Active verbs emphasize the subject’s role in executing an action, which is particularly crucial in legal
writing where agency and responsibility must be unmistakably clear. Unlike passive
constructions—“The contract was signed by the parties”—active sentences—“The parties signed the
contract”—instantly clarify who performed the action. This clarity reduces ambiguity, helping legal
professionals avoid misinterpretation and potential disputes over intent or responsibility.

In a comparative analysis of legal briefs, documents employing active verbs demonstrated higher
readability scores, such as improved Flesch-Kincaid grade levels, than those saturated with passive
voice. Active voice not only streamlines sentences but also energizes the text, making arguments
more persuasive and authoritative. For example, stating “The defendant breached the agreement”
directly assigns responsibility, whereas passive phrasing can obscure it.



Legal Implications of Active Voice

The legal system demands precision. Courts and regulatory bodies often scrutinize wording for
implied meanings or lapses in specificity. Active voice reduces the risk of vagueness by explicitly
naming actors and their actions. This linguistic clarity aids judges and juries in understanding the
sequence of events and the parties’ roles, which is crucial in litigation and contract interpretation.

Moreover, active verbs facilitate compliance with statutory drafting guidelines. Many jurisdictions
encourage or require the use of active constructions to ensure that laws and regulations are
accessible and enforceable. This trend reflects broader movements toward plain language in law,
aiming to democratize legal knowledge.

Concrete Verbs: Anchoring Abstract Legal Concepts

Concrete verbs describe specific, tangible actions, as opposed to abstract or vague verbs that can
dilute meaning. In legal writing, concrete verbs function as anchors, grounding abstract legal theories
and principles in real-world actions and consequences. For instance, “transfer,” “execute,” “deliver,”
and “enforce” vividly depict actions relevant to contracts and litigation, whereas weak verbs like
“handle” or “do” fail to convey precise meaning.

The use of concrete verbs enhances the vividness and specificity of legal prose, making documents
not only clearer but also more authoritative. They help avoid legalese and unnecessary jargon, which
can alienate clients and complicate judicial review. By concretizing actions, legal writers reduce the
cognitive load on readers, facilitating quicker comprehension and better retention of information.

Examples Illustrating Concrete vs. Abstract Verbs in Law

Abstract: “The parties shall engage in negotiations.”

Concrete: “The parties shall negotiate the terms.”

Abstract: “The company will undertake remediation efforts.”

Concrete: “The company will clean up the contaminated site.”

Abstract: “The defendant will provide assistance.”

Concrete: “The defendant will deliver the documents.”

These examples highlight how replacing abstract verbs with concrete alternatives increases clarity
and reduces interpretive ambiguity.



Integrating Active and Concrete Verbs for Maximum
Impact

The synergy between active and concrete verbs elevates legal writing by combining clarity of agency
with specificity of action. This integration is particularly valuable in drafting contracts, pleadings, and
judicial opinions where precision impacts legal rights and obligations.

Practical Strategies for Legal Writers

Audit your text for passive constructions: Identify sentences where the subject is obscured
or missing and rewrite them in active voice.

Replace vague verbs: Swap generic verbs like “make,” “do,” or “get” with more precise,
concrete verbs.

Maintain consistency: Ensure that verb choices align with the document’s tone and purpose,
balancing formality with readability.

Use verb tables: Develop lists of preferred active and concrete verbs tailored to legal
contexts, such as “authorize,” “file,” “challenge,” and “execute.”

Test readability: Utilize tools like Hemingway Editor or legal-specific style guides to measure
the clarity improvements resulting from active and concrete verbs.

These strategies help legal professionals refine their writing, reduce misunderstandings, and present
arguments more persuasively.

Challenges and Limitations

While active and concrete verbs enhance legal writing, overuse or inappropriate application may
compromise tone or nuance. For example, overly forceful verbs might appear aggressive or biased in
neutral legal analysis. Additionally, legal documents must sometimes retain passive constructions to
emphasize the action over the actor, such as in certain statutory or procedural contexts.

Furthermore, some legal terms have no direct concrete verb alternatives, especially when dealing
with abstract concepts like “liability,” “due process,” or “jurisdiction.” In these cases, clarity depends
more on sentence structure and context than verb choice alone.

Balancing Precision and Formality

Legal writers must strike a balance between precision and the formal conventions of their profession.



The traditional gravitas of legal language can sometimes resist the simplification that active and
concrete verbs promote. However, the growing emphasis on plain language initiatives and client-
centered communication suggests a shift toward embracing these verbs more fully.

Impact on Legal Education and Practice

The teaching of legal writing increasingly incorporates instruction on the use of active and concrete
verbs. Law schools and continuing legal education programs emphasize their role in producing
effective memos, briefs, and contracts. This trend reflects a broader professional recognition that
language shapes not only understanding but also outcomes in legal disputes.

Practicing attorneys report that adopting active voice and concrete verbs streamlines their drafting
process and enhances client satisfaction. Judges have also expressed appreciation for clearer
submissions, which can reduce the time required to parse complex arguments.

Ultimately, the deliberate use of active and concrete verbs in legal writing contributes to the evolution
of legal communication, marrying tradition with modern demands for accessibility and precision. As
legal systems continue to adapt to digital and global environments, the clarity afforded by these
verbs becomes increasingly indispensable.
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