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Despite their ever-increasing presence in everyday life, 
contracts remain notoriously inaccessible to laypeople. …
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Despite their ever-increasing presence in everyday life, online terms of 
service agreements and other contracts remain notoriously inaccessible to 
laypeople. Why? 2/11
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We first conducted a corpus analysis to determine to what extent features 
shown to cause processing difficulty in normal texts and/or reported to be 
common in legal documents present in contracts relative to more standard 
language. 3/11
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We found contracts contain startlingly high proportions of certain difficult-
to-process features–including low-frequency words, center-embedded 
clauses, passive voice structures, and non-standard capitalization–relative 
to nine baseline genres of written and spoken English. 4/11
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We next conducted an experiment to determine to what extent these 
features lead to processing difficulty for laypeople. We compared 
contracts containing these features (i.e. written in “legalese”) against 
excerpts with the same meaning drafted without those features. 5/11
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We found contracts containing these features (i.e., written in “legalese”) 
were recalled and comprehended at lower rates than excerpts with the 
same meaning drafted without these features, even for experienced 
readers. 6/11

1 3



Eric Martínez ·@ericgrimani Mar 4, 2022
We also found that center-embedded clauses inhibited recall more-so 
than other features, such as passive voice and non-standard 
capitalization. 7/11
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Exp. 2 replicated Exp. 1 in more “real-world” scenarios–contracts in 
legalese were comprehended at lower rates even when participants were 
given additional monetary incentives for accuracy and could consult the 
text when answering questions. 8/11
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From a cognitive science perspective, our results suggest that processing 
difficulties result largely from working-memory limitations imposed by 
long-distance syntactic dependencies (i.e., poor writing) as opposed to a 
mere lack of specialized legal knowledge. 9/11

1 2 8

Eric Martínez ·@ericgrimani Mar 4, 2022
From a legal theory perspective, our results undermine the specialized 
concepts account of the law, according to which legal systems are 
necessarily built upon expert knowledge of technical concepts. 10/11
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Finally, from a public policy perspective, our results suggest that editing 
out complex features of contracts and other legal texts may be tractable 
and beneficial for society at-large. 11/11
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