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1. Introduction

Enterprise legal departments process contracts at a volume that bears little resemblance to the artisanal image of legal drafting.
A mid-sized multinational routinely handles thousands of non-disclosure agreements, vendor terms, statements of work,
purchase orders, licensing agreements, and customer paper each year. The overwhelming majority of these instruments are low
in individual risk, high in aggregate volume, and substantially repetitive in structure. Yet in many organizations they are routed
to qualified lawyers who review them one at a time, applying judgment that is rarely recorded, to reach conclusions that are
rarely reused.

The consequences are well documented in practitioner benchmarking. Contract review sits at the intersection of three business
pressures: sales cycles that stall while agreements await legal sign-off, procurement functions that cannot forecast supplier
onboarding time, and compliance functions that cannot demonstrate consistent application of risk positions across a portfolio.
Legal departments absorb these pressures without proportionate headcount growth, and the resulting capacity gap is the
immediate motivation behind most contract process reform programs. The same pressure is visible on the counterparty side of
the enterprise. Research on procurement and supplier management in capital-intensive sectors documents comparable
bottlenecks, in which supplier onboarding, qualification, and contracting cycles constrain project delivery schedules, and in

148|Page


https://doi.org/10.54660/IJMER.2021.2.2.148-166

International Journal of Multidisciplinary Evolutionary Research

which the remedy pursued is almost always the imposition of
standard categories, standard supplier tiers, and standard
documentation (Agbabiaka and Okeke, 2019; Ahiaeke
Patrick and Okeke, 2020, 2021; Ogunwole and Okeke, 2021,
Okonkwo and Okeke, 2020, 2021a, 2018a, 2018b, 2021b;
Okonkwo and Mayo, 2019; Akin-Oluyomi and
Akokodaripon, 2020; Akinleye and Adeyoyin, 2021; Efobi
and Fasawe, 2021; Okojie and Abioye, 2020; Aifuwa and
Olatunde-Thorpe, 2020; lke and Akokodaripon, 2021;
Nnabueze and Akokodaripon, 2021; Yeboah and Ike, 2020).
The response that has consolidated across the past decade is
standardization. The claim, in its general form, is that
contract review contains far more repeatable structure than its
practitioners assume, and that surfacing and codifying this
structure converts an unmanaged professional activity into a
managed process with predictable inputs, defined decision
rules, measurable throughput, and reusable outputs.

This claim is not novel in itself. Business process
management has argued for decades that variance in
repetitive work is a cost rather than a virtue, and empirical
work in information systems has associated process
standardization with improved performance and with the
feasibility of outsourcing and automation. What is distinctive
about the legal context is the strength of the countervailing
argument. Legal work carries professional-judgment norms,
regulated duties of competence, and a genuine tail of
consequential edge cases. The relevant question is therefore
not whether contract review should be standardized but
which components of it should be, to what depth, and where
the boundary with retained discretion should sit. The
management literature has framed this general question as the
distinction between processes that should be treated as
science and processes that should be treated as art. Contract
review is a case where the boundary runs through the middle
of a single workflow rather than between workflows.

The institutional vehicle for this shift is the legal operations
function. Once an administrative adjunct, legal operations is
now a recognized discipline with professional associations,
competency frameworks, and dedicated leadership roles. The
Corporate Legal Operations Consortium's Core 12 reference
model, updated in 2020, lists contract management among
the functional areas that legal operations teams are expected
to own, alongside financial management, vendor
management, technology and process support, and data
intelligence. This matters for the present review because it
establishes contract review standardization as an
organizational program with an accountable owner rather
than an ad hoc improvement effort, and because it supplies
the maturity vocabulary that much of the practitioner
literature adopts. The accountability logic is inherited from
adjacent control functions. Work on internal audit, risk
governance, and public sector financial reporting establishes
the pattern that legal operations now follows, in which a
control activity becomes governable only once its procedures
are documented, its decisions are traceable to a named
authority, and its outputs are capable of independent testing
(Akomolafe and Agu, 2018, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Dogbatsey
and Ebhojie, 2018; Dogbatsey and Oyeleye, 2019, 2021;
Atakpa, 2021).

Research relevant to contract review standardization is
fragmented across communities that cite each other
sparingly. Legal informatics has produced substantial work
on automated clause extraction and classification,
culminating in expert-annotated contract review benchmarks
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and domain-adapted language models. Information systems
research has produced generalizable findings on process
standardization antecedents and effects, but almost never
uses legal departments as a setting. Practitioner
benchmarking generates the richest organizational detail and
the weakest methodology. Legal scholarship examines the
professional and ethical implications of automation but rarely
engages with workflow design.

No prior review consolidates these strands around the
specific unit of analysis of the enterprise contract review
workflow. Existing reviews adjacent to this space address the
formalization of contracts into machine-executable
specifications, or survey legal natural language processing
broadly. Neither answers the question a legal operations
leader actually faces, which concerns organizational design
as much as technology.

We accordingly ask four questions of this literature: which
components of the contract review workflow are subject to
standardization, and how they may be organized; what
mechanisms, artifacts, and technologies implement
standardization at each level; what outcomes are reported and
how they are measured; and what barriers, moderators, and
boundary conditions constrain the practice. Answering them
yields an organizing taxonomy with an argued dependency
ordering, a structured account of reported outcomes
alongside an assessment of the evidence behind each, a
critique of prevailing measurement practice together with a
proposed common specification, a staged implementation
sequence for practice, and a set of questions that remain open.

2. Background
2.1. Contract Review as A Managed Process
Viewed through a process lens, contract review is a case-
handling process in the sense used in the business process
management literature: a bounded sequence of activities
triggered by a request, operating on a document artifact,
producing a decision and a modified artifact, and terminating
in execution or abandonment. Its canonical stages are intake,
triage, substantive review, negotiation, approval, execution,
and repository capture. Each stage has identifiable inputs,
decision points, handoffs, and queue positions, which is
precisely the structure that process analysis techniques are
designed to address.
Two properties complicate the analogy. First, the artifact is
the object of the work, not merely its record, so artifact design
and process design are coupled in a way they are not in, say,
expense approval. Second, the process is bilateral.
Counterparty behaviour is an exogenous input that the
enterprise controls only partially, which limits the achievable
degree of standardization on inbound third-party paper.
Process standardization in the information systems literature
refers to the unification of process design across instances,
organizational units, or geographies, reducing variance in
how the same work is performed. That literature distinguishes
the extent of standardization from its performance effect, and
finds the relationship contingent rather than uniformly
positive.

Applied to contract review, the construct decomposes into at

least four distinguishable objects, a distinction the literature

frequently blurs:

» Artifact standardization: unifying the documents
themselves (templates, clause libraries, approved
language).

» Decision standardization: unifying the rules by which
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deviations are evaluated (playbooks, fallback positions,
risk thresholds).

» Process standardization: unifying the sequence, routing,
and handoffs of the work.

+ Data standardization: unifying how contract attributes
and process events are captured and named.

Much of the disagreement about whether contract review
"can" be standardized dissolves once these are separated,
because they have different feasibility profiles and different
professional-judgment implications.

The distinction has direct precedent in operations and service
management research. Studies of lean process improvement
in small and medium enterprises, and of IT service delivery
under structured service management frameworks,
consistently separate the standardization of the work product
from the standardization of the procedure that produces it,
and report that the two can be pursued independently and at
different rates (Ambali and Fadayomi, 2021; Eyetsemitan
and Fadayomi, 2020, 2021; Badmus and Anunagba, 2020;
Ladapo and Abolaji, 2018, 2019; Ogbole and Akeju, 2021;
Okoruwa and Abolaji, 2020).

Practitioner frameworks describe legal operations capability
in staged terms. The CLOC model progresses organizations
from reactive through emerging and developing to leading
states across each of its twelve functional areas. Similar
staging is familiar from CMMI and from process maturity
models generally. Maturity framing is useful for this review
because it supplies a vocabulary for sequencing, but it carries
a known weakness: staged models tend to assert rather than
demonstrate that later stages depend on earlier ones. Section
5.1 returns to this point with respect to our own taxonomy.

2.2. Theoretical Lenses

Four established perspectives bear on contract review
standardization, and they disagree in ways that explain the
divided practitioner literature described in Section 4.5.
Transaction cost reasoning treats contracting as the
mechanism by which parties economize on the costs of
exchange under bounded rationality and opportunism. On
this view a contract review workflow is itself a governance
cost, and standardization is warranted precisely where the
marginal cost of bespoke review exceeds the expected loss
from applying a general rule. The framing is useful because
it makes the economizing logic explicit rather than assumed:
it predicts standardization will concentrate in high-frequency,
low-asset-specificity transactions, which is close to what the
tiering evidence in Section 4.2 reports. Its limitation is that it
treats the review decision as a calculation over known
probabilities, whereas the difficult cases in practice are those
where the distribution of outcomes is not known.

A capability perspective treats contracting expertise as an
organizational asset accumulated through repetition rather
than as a service purchased per transaction. Firms that
contract repeatedly in a domain develop tacit knowledge
about which terms matter, which counterparty objections are
real, and where the recoverable value sits. Standardization on
this reading is the act of converting tacit individual
knowledge into explicit organizational knowledge, which is
why playbook construction is so frequently described in the
case literature as an elicitation exercise conducted with senior
reviewers rather than a drafting exercise. The perspective also
predicts a hazard the efficiency framing misses: codification
that is complete enough to permit staffing with less
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experienced reviewers may, over a sufficient period, erode
the very experience base from which the playbook was
elicited. No source in the corpus tests this, and it is a
candidate for the longitudinal work proposed in Section 5.5.
A knowledge management perspective sharpens the same
point by distinguishing the codifiability of knowledge from
its value. Knowledge that is highly codifiable is also highly
transferable, and therefore cheap for competitors to acquire;
knowledge that resists codification is expensive to scale but
harder to imitate. For a legal department this implies that the
returns to standardization are largest where the underlying
knowledge is routine and the objective is throughput, and
smallest where the department's contribution depends on
judgment that would be degraded by reduction to rules. It
supplies a principled reason to standardize aggressively at
Layers 1, 2, and 4 while treating Layer 3 as bounded.

An agency and control perspective, finally, reads
standardization as a monitoring technology. Playbooks and
approval matrices make reviewer decisions observable and
comparable, which reduces the information asymmetry
between a general counsel accountable for portfolio risk and
the individual reviewers exercising discretion on their own.
This lens explains a pattern the efficiency literature treats as
incidental, namely that standardization programs are
frequently initiated after an adverse event rather than during
ordinary operations, and that their first artifacts are often
approval thresholds rather than templates. It also predicts
reviewer resistance directly, since monitoring imposes real
costs on the monitored party, and it suggests that resistance
framed as professional objection sometimes is, and
sometimes is not, what it presents itself as.

These lenses are complementary rather than competing, but
they generate different predictions about where
standardization should stop, and the corpus contains no study
that tests them against one another. Most empirical work in
this space is atheoretical, describing what an organization did
without reference to why the mechanism should work, which
is one reason findings accumulate so poorly.

2.3. Adjacent Literatures and Evidence from Other
Domains

Three adjacent bodies of work bound the scope of this review.
Legal natural language processing addresses the technical
feasibility of automated clause identification and remains, on
its own terms, a partially solved problem: transformer models
achieve useful but not deployment-complete performance on
expert-annotated contract review tasks, and domain
adaptation yields consistent gains over general-purpose
models. Contract formalization research addresses translation
of  natural-language  obligations into  executable
specifications, which is a distinct problem from workflow
design. Professional and ethical scholarship addresses the
limits of automation in legal service delivery and supplies the
strongest available articulation of the constraints on decision
standardization.

None of these constitutes a review of contract review
workflow standardization as an organizational practice,
which is the gap this paper addresses.

Because the empirical base within legal operations is thin
(Section 4.6), it is worth establishing what the standardization
literature in other domains has settled, since the mechanisms
proposed for contract review are not domain-specific and
their behaviour elsewhere constrains what can reasonably be
expected here. We treat this material as analogical rather than
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as direct evidence, and we draw on it only for mechanism
claims, never for effect sizes.

The most developed body of work concerns safety-critical
operations. Research on occupational health and safety
management, construction risk, and hazard control has
examined codified procedure at length, and converges on a
finding directly relevant to Layer 3 of our taxonomy:
procedural codification improves outcomes where hazards
are recurrent and well characterized, and degrades outcomes
where it displaces situational judgment in novel conditions,
with the decisive variable being whether the reporting culture
permits a worker to declare that a procedure does not fit the
situation encountered (Arumosoye and Obriki, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021; Obogo and Obriki, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c, 2021;
Obogo and Arumosoye, 2021; Obogo and Uduokhai, 2019a,
2019b; Obogo and Ozobu, 2019, 2021; Obriki and
Arumosoye, 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021). Aviation safety
oversight and regulatory compliance research reaches the
same conclusion through a different route, emphasizing that
the value of a standardized checklist depends on the existence
of a sanctioned deviation pathway (Adeyelu, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021). This is the cross-domain analogue of the
escalation-friction argument developed in Section 5.2.

A second body of work concerns infrastructure and asset
management, where standardization is applied to inspection,
monitoring, and maintenance regimes. Studies of building
energy systems and predictive maintenance, of remote and
aerial corridor monitoring, and of electrical and
telecommunications infrastructure describe a common
progression from unscheduled and discretionary intervention,
through standardized inspection intervals, to condition-based
regimes driven by instrumented data (Atta and Adenuga,
2018, 2020, 2021; Sunday and Omoegun, 2018, 2019;
Sunday and Oluokun, 2019, 2020; Dagodzo, 2018a, 2018b;
Dagodzo and Ahiaeke Patrick, 2020, 2021a, 2021b; Amayo,
2017; Amayo and Popoola, 2017a, 2017b; Amayo and
Oshevire, 2015; Oshevire and Amayo, 2017). The
progression is instructive for contract review because it
demonstrates the dependency our taxonomy asserts: data-
driven scheduling became feasible only after the inspection
procedure and its recorded outputs had been standardized, not
before.

A third body of work concerns service systems with high
volume and heterogeneous demand. Health system strategy,
healthcare facility design, and health financing research
examine triage and referral protocols that are structurally
similar to the tiering models described in Section 4.2,
allocating cases to levels of expertise by explicit criteria
rather than by clinician discretion, and report the same skew
toward the lower tiers once criteria are applied (llodigwe and
Adesemoye, 2019a, 2019b, 2020, 2021; Aminu-lbrahim and
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Ambali, 2018, 2019, 2020; Ogbete and Ambali, 2018, 2019,
2020, 2021). Education research on differentiated instruction
and structured pedagogy addresses the analogous problem of
standardizing provision without eliminating responsiveness
to the individual case (Boakye and Bobga, 2020, 2021; Bobga
and Yeboah, 2018; Lilian and Apelehin, 2020; Ogbona and
Boakye, 2020a, 2020b; Yeboah and Ogbona, 2019; Orise and
Niniola, 2020).

A fourth body of work concerns sectors undergoing
digitization of previously informal practice. Agricultural
economics research on extension services, digital platform
adoption, and value chain formalization documents the
organizational preconditions for standardization taking hold
among dispersed actors, and identifies maintenance and local
ownership as the recurring determinants of whether
standardized practice persists after the implementing
program ends (Michael and Ogunsola, 2019a, 2019b, 2021a,
2021b, 2021c, 2021d, 2021e). Comparable observations
appear in livestock and nutrition management (Aye and
Tawose, 2015, 2016; Ekeocha and Tawose, 2021) and in
energy transition and renewable deployment research (Komi,
2021; Komi and Adamolekun, 2021; Komi and Adeniji,
2020).

Two qualifications apply to this material. It is analogical, so
any inference to contract review is an inference about
mechanism rather than magnitude. And these literatures
address settings in which the object of work is physical or
clinical rather than a negotiated document, so the bilateral
property identified in Section 2.1, namely that a counterparty
controls part of the input, has no counterpart in most of them.
The convergence across otherwise dissimilar domains on the
deviation-pathway finding is nonetheless notable, and it is the
strongest external support available for the argument in
Section 5.2.

3. Method

3.1. Protocol, Scope, and Search

The review followed the three-phase structure established for
systematic literature reviews in software and information
systems research: planning (protocol development, research
question specification), conducting (search, selection,
extraction, appraisal, synthesis), and reporting. Reporting
conforms to the PRISMA 2020 statement, adapted where
items designed for clinical intervention studies do not transfer
to management and information systems research. The
protocol was specified in advance and not amended after
screening commenced, with the single exception noted in
Section 3.2.

Scope was fixed using the PICOC frame commonly applied
in software and information systems reviews:

Table 1
Element Specification
Population Enterprise or corporate in-house legal functions, legal operations teams, and the contract review workflows they own.

Law firm and public-sector contexts included only where findings are explicitly transferable.

Intervention

Standardization of any component of the contract review workflow: templates, clause libraries, playbooks, intake and
triage rules, routing and approval design, self-service, tiered review models, contract data models.

Comparison Pre-standardization state, non-standardized comparator units, or no comparison.
Cycle time, throughput, cost, effort allocation, quality and consistency, risk exposure, compliance and auditability, user
Outcomes . . .
and stakeholder satisfaction, adoption.
Context Enterprise legal operations, 2010 to June 2021.
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Six databases were searched: Scopus, Web of Science, IEEE

Xplore, the ACM Digital Library, SSRN, and HeinOnline.

The multidisciplinary spread was necessary because the

relevant literature straddles computing, management, and

law, and no single index provides adequate coverage.

The search string was constructed from three concept blocks

joined by AND, with synonyms within blocks joined by OR:

« Block A (domain): contract OR contracting OR "contract
lifecycle” OR “contract management” OR "legal
operations” OR "legal department” OR "in-house
counsel”

+ Block B (activity): review OR redline OR negotiation OR
triage OR "clause analysis" OR approval

» Block C (intervention): standardi*ation OR standardi*ed
OR playbook OR template OR "clause library" OR
workflow OR "process improvement” OR automation OR
"self-service"

Searches covered title, abstract, and keyword fields, with full-
text search used for SSRN and HeinOnline where abstract
quality is inconsistent.

Two supplementary strategies were used. Backward and
forward snowballing was applied to all included records
following established snowballing guidelines, iterating until
no new includable sources emerged. A bounded grey-
literature search covered the published benchmark and survey
outputs of four organizations whose reporting is standard
reference material in this field: the Corporate Legal
Operations Consortium, the Association of Corporate
Counsel, World Commerce and Contracting (formerly
IACCM), and Thomson Reuters' legal department operations
benchmarking. Grey literature was admitted because the
majority of documented enterprise implementations appear
nowhere else, but it was appraised under a separate and more
restrictive instrument (Section 3.3) and its outcome claims
were never treated as equivalent in weight to peer-reviewed
findings.

3.2. Eligibility and Selection

Inclusion

1. Addresses contract review, contract negotiation, or
contract lifecycle workflow as a substantive focus.

2. Addresses standardization, systematization, process
design, or the codification of review decisions.

3. Situated in, or explicitly transferable to, an enterprise or
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in-house legal setting.

4. Published between January 2010 and June 2021.

Available in English.

6. Peer-reviewed publication, book chapter, published
benchmark or survey report from a recognized
professional body, or documented organizational case
description with methodological detail.

o

Exclusion

1. Addresses contract law doctrine without operational or
process content.

2. Addresses smart contracts, blockchain execution, or
formal specification without addressing human review
workflow.

3. Purely technical model or algorithm papers with no
organizational deployment or workflow implication.

4. Vendor marketing material, product documentation, or
content whose primary function is promotional.

5. Opinion pieces without argumentation, evidence, or
documented practice.

6. Duplicate reporting of the same underlying study or
dataset (most complete version retained).

Protocol Amendment: Criterion 3 was clarified during pilot
screening. Public-sector procurement studies were initially
excluded outright; the criterion was widened to admit them
where the review workflow described was structurally
equivalent to enterprise practice. The amendment was
applied retrospectively to all previously screened records. It
is recorded here rather than silently absorbed, since
undocumented criterion drift is a common defect in reviews
of this type.

Selection proceeded in four stages: automated deduplication,
title and abstract screening, full-text assessment, and quality-
based exclusion. Title and abstract screening was performed
independently by two reviewers on the full record set.
Interrater agreement was measured on the screening decision
(Cohen's kappa = 0.79), which falls in the substantial
agreement range and was judged adequate without a further
calibration round. Disagreements were resolved by
discussion, with a third reviewer available for unresolved
cases; three cases required third-reviewer adjudication, all
concerning whether technically oriented papers carried
sufficient workflow implication under exclusion criterion 3.

Table 2: Study selection flow (PRISMA 2020).

Stage Records (n)

Records identified through database searching 1,912
Additional records identified through snowballing 64
Additional records identified through grey-literature search 47

Total identified 2,023
Duplicates removed 386

Records screened on title and abstract 1,637

Records excluded at title and abstract 1,441
Full-text articles assessed for eligibility 196
Full-text articles excluded, with reasons 123
* no operational or workflow content 44
» technical model only, no deployment implication 31
* promotional or vendor-authored 26
» not enterprise legal setting and not transferable 14

* duplicate reporting of same study 8

Studies included in qualitative synthesis 73
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3.3. Extraction, Appraisal, and Synthesis

A piloted extraction form captured: bibliographic metadata;
source type; research design; organizational context (sector,
department size, contract volume where reported);
standardization layer addressed; specific mechanisms and
artifacts described; enabling technology; outcomes reported;
measurement approach and metric definitions; barriers
identified; and stated limitations. The form was piloted on
eight sources by both reviewers and revised twice, principally
to separate the mechanism field from the technology field,
which the initial version had conflated.

Extraction was performed by one reviewer and verified by a
second on a 30 percent random sample. Discrepancies in the
verified sample affected 6 percent of fields, were
concentrated in the outcomes and measurement fields, and
were resolved by consensus.

Peer-reviewed empirical sources were appraised using the
Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool version 2018, which
accommodates the qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
designs present in the corpus. Conceptual and theoretical
papers were appraised on argumentative rigour, transparency
of assumptions, and engagement with counter-positions.
Grey literature was appraised against a separate five-item
instrument derived from the AACODS framework, assessing
authority of the producing body, disclosure of sampling and
response rates, independence from commercial interest,
methodological transparency, and date currency. Sources

4. Results
4.1. The Corpus
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scoring below three of five were excluded from outcome
claims but retained where they contributed contextual or
descriptive material, with this status flagged at every point of
use.

Appraisal informed the weight given to each source in
synthesis rather than serving as a further inclusion filter, with
one exception: nine grey-literature sources failing the
independence item, all commissioned by technology vendors
and reporting outcomes for those vendors' own products,
were excluded entirely under exclusion criterion 4.

Given design heterogeneity and the near-absence of
comparable effect measures, meta-analysis was not feasible.
We conducted a thematic synthesis following the steps
established for thematic synthesis in empirical software and
information systems research: extraction of findings, line-by-
line coding, translation of codes across studies, construction
of descriptive themes, and generation of higher-order
analytical themes.

Coding was inductive in the first pass. The five-layer
taxonomy presented in Section 4.2 emerged during
translation, when it became apparent that codes clustered by
the object being standardized rather than by industry,
technology, or organizational size, none of which produced
coherent clusters. A second deductive pass recoded the full
corpus against the resulting taxonomy to test its coverage; all
extracted findings were assignable, and 21 sources addressed
more than one layer.

Table 3: Corpus composition.

Dimension Category n
Source type Peer-reviewed article or chapter 41
Practitioner benchmark or survey report 18

Documented organizational case 14

Research design Case study (single or multiple) 22
Survey 17

Conceptual or theoretical 16

Design science 9

Experimental or quasi-experimental 5

Other or mixed 4

Publication period 2010 to 2013 8
2014 to 2017 19

2018 to June 2021 46

Disciplinary origin Information systems and BPM 24
Legal informatics and computing 21

Law and legal profession studies 16

Management and operations 12

Three observations about the corpus are worth stating before
the substantive findings.

First, the distribution is strongly weighted toward recent
years, with 63 percent of sources published from 2018
onward. This reflects the institutionalization of legal
operations as a field rather than a sudden methodological
advance.

Second, only five sources employ experimental or quasi-
experimental designs, and none of the five uses a genuine
control condition at the organizational level. The evidence
base is overwhelmingly descriptive.

Third, cross-disciplinary citation is thin. Legal informatics
sources cite information systems process research in 3 of 21
cases; information systems sources engage with legal
professional constraints in 5 of 24. This mutual isolation is
itself a finding, and it plausibly explains why technically
capable clause-extraction systems are so frequently reported
as underused after deployment (Section 4.5).

4.2. What is standardized

Synthesis produced five layers, distinguished by the object
being standardized.
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Layer 1, intake and triage standardization. The earliest
intervention point and the one most consistently reported as
high-yield relative to effort. Intake standardization replaces
unstructured request channels (individual email to whichever
lawyer the requester knows) with a structured front door that
captures a defined attribute set at the point of request:
counterparty, agreement type, contract value, data processing
implications, term, jurisdiction, and business urgency.

Triage standardization then applies explicit rules to route

each matter to a review tier. The recurring pattern across the

corpus is a three-tier or four-tier model:

« Tier 0, self-service: requester executes an approved
template with no legal involvement, subject to guardrails.

+ Tier 1, administrative or paralegal review: standard
template with no material deviation, checked against a
defined list.

e Tier 2, counsel review: deviation within pre-approved
fallback positions, or agreement type above a value or risk
threshold.

« Tier 3, escalated review: deviation beyond fallback,
novel risk, or specialist subject matter (data protection,
export control, regulated products).

Sources consistently report that the volume distribution
across tiers is heavily skewed toward the lower tiers once
explicit criteria are applied, and that pre-standardization
routing had been sending a substantial share of Tier 0 and
Tier 1 work to Tier 2 reviewers by default. The mechanism
by which intake standardization produces benefit is therefore
primarily corrective allocation rather than acceleration of any
individual review.
A secondary and less-discussed benefit is that structured
intake is the only reliable source of the denominator data
required for any subsequent measurement. Departments that
cannot say how many review requests they received cannot
report cycle time, and unstructured intake makes that count
unrecoverable.
Two design failures recur in the intake accounts. The first is
a form that collects attributes the legal team wants rather than
attributes the requester can supply: fields asking for a risk
assessment or a contract classification presuppose the
judgment the review is meant to provide, and are either left
blank or answered unreliably. Sources describing durable
intake designs consistently limit the form to facts the business
already holds, deriving classification from those facts by rule
rather than asking for it. The second is enforcement. Where
the structured channel exists alongside the old informal one,
and where the informal one is faster because it skips the
queue, intake data degrades to whatever share of requests
happens to arrive through the front door. Several accounts
describe this as the point at which a program silently fails,
since the department continues to report metrics computed
over an unrepresentative and shrinking denominator.

Layer 2, artifact standardization (templates and clause

libraries). Standardization of the documents themselves

operates through several mechanisms of increasing
sophistication:

« Template consolidation: reducing a proliferated set of
agreement forms to a governed set with named owners
and version control. Sources repeatedly describe
discovery exercises revealing template counts an order of
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magnitude above what the department believed it
maintained.

* Clause libraries: a governed repository of approved
clause language, with each entry carrying metadata for
risk rating, approval authority, and permissible variants.

* Modularity and conditional assembly: decomposing
templates into components assembled according to
transaction attributes, so that variation is parameterized
rather than improvised.

» Plain-language and structural redesign: rewriting for
comprehensibility, associated in the legal design literature
with reduced negotiation volume on the theory that many
counterparty comments are requests for clarification
rather than substantive objections.

Artifact standardization is the layer with the clearest logical
priority. Several sources note, and none contradict, that
playbooks cannot be maintained against templates that are
themselves uncontrolled, because the fallback positions in a
playbook are defined by reference to a baseline that must be
stable to be meaningful.

Template governance also has a version problem that the
corpus treats too lightly. A clause library is only as useful as
the currency of its entries, and the entries most likely to be
stale are those governing areas of active legal change, which
are also the entries whose staleness is most consequential.
Sources describing mature libraries report attaching a review
date and a named owner to each entry rather than to the
library as a whole, so that decay is visible at the level at which
it occurs. The alternative, an annual review of the entire
library, tends in practice to be deferred whenever the
reviewing lawyer is busy, which is most of the time.

The limiting condition is counterparty paper. Artifact
standardization delivers its full effect only on agreements
executed on the enterprise's own forms. On inbound third-
party paper, which represents a large share of volume in
procurement-heavy organizations and in enterprises with
limited commercial leverage, the enterprise controls only its
evaluation criteria, not the document. This asymmetry is
under-theorized in the corpus and is one of the clearer gaps
identified in Section 5.5.

Layer 3, decision standardization (playbooks and fallback
positions). Playbooks codify the review decision itself. A
mature playbook entry specifies, for a given issue: the
preferred position and its rationale; the acceptable fallback
ladder in descending order of preference; the walk-away
position; the approval authority required to go beyond
falloack; and standard rebuttal language for common
counterparty arguments.

This is the layer that generates the most professional
resistance and the most conceptual difficulty, and the corpus
divides on it. Sources emphasizing efficiency treat playbooks
as the primary vehicle for scaling review, since they permit
lower-cost reviewers to handle deviation safely and produce
consistency across reviewers, offices, and time. Sources
emphasizing professional judgment treat exhaustive
codification as a category error, arguing that the value of
counsel lies precisely in recognizing the case that the
playbook does not cover, and that a codified process can
induce reviewers to force novel situations into the nearest
available category.
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The synthesis suggests these positions are less opposed than
they appear, because they concern different regions of the
same distribution. Playbook coverage is high-value where
issue recurrence is high and consequence per instance is
bounded, and low-value or actively harmful where recurrence
is low and consequence is unbounded. The practical design
question is therefore not how much to codify but how to
construct an escape hatch: an explicit, low-friction, non-
penalized route by which a reviewer declares a matter outside
playbook scope. Several sources note that where escalation
carries reputational or timing cost for the reviewer,
codification degrades into  miscategorization.  This
mechanism, escalation friction as the determinant of whether
decision standardization succeeds or fails, is the single most
useful practical finding in this layer and deserves direct
empirical testing.

Layer 4, workflow orchestration. Orchestration standardizes
the movement of work: routing rules, queue design, parallel
versus serial approval, service level definition, handoff
protocols, and status visibility to requesters.

The dominant finding across sources reporting cycle time
decomposition is that waiting time exceeds working time by
a wide margin, frequently by a factor of several. Reviews sit
in queues, await counterparty response, and await internal
approvals from finance, security, tax, or data protection.
Interventions targeting the speed of substantive review
therefore address the smaller component of elapsed time,
while interventions targeting queue and handoff design
address the larger one.

Recurring orchestration patterns include: parallelization of
independent approvals that had accumulated serially for
historical reasons; conditional approval routing so that
approvers are engaged only when transaction attributes make
them relevant; explicit service levels by tier with escalation
on breach; and status transparency to the requesting business
unit, which sources associate with reduced expediting
requests and reduced informal channel circumvention.
Service level design deserves separate comment because it is
where orchestration most often goes wrong. A single service
level applied across all agreement types either sets an interval

4.3. Mechanisms and Enabling Technologies
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S0 generous that it exerts no pressure on routine work, or so
tight that complex matters breach routinely and the measure
loses meaning. The accounts reporting useful service levels
describe them defined per tier and per agreement type, with
breach triggering escalation rather than merely being
recorded. The distinction matters: a service level that is
measured but carries no consequence functions as a reporting
artifact rather than a control, and several sources describe
departments whose dashboards showed persistent breach for
extended periods without any resulting change in routing or
resourcing.

Process mining is identified in several information systems
sources as the appropriate diagnostic technique for this layer,
since it reconstructs the actual process from system event logs
rather than from the idealized version participants describe.
Its application to legal workflows is noted as promising and
largely unrealized, constrained by the fact that much contract
review activity occurs in email and word processing rather
than in instrumented systems.

Layer 5, data and measurement standardization. The final
layer standardizes the representation of contracts and process
events: a governed contract data model with defined field
names, controlled vocabularies for agreement type and clause
category, obligation and milestone capture, and event logging
sufficient to reconstruct cycle time.

This layer is the least well covered in the corpus and the most
consequential for the field's development. Legal informatics
research supplies the technical foundation, including expert-
annotated clause taxonomies covering several dozen
provision categories across large contract samples, which
demonstrate that a consistent labelling scheme for salient
contract provisions is achievable at scale. Practitioner sources
describe the organizational counterpart, namely repository
governance and post-execution obligation tracking. The two
are rarely connected.

The measurement dimension of this layer is examined
separately in Section 4.4, because its weakness is the
principal constraint on the credibility of the entire evidence
base.

Table 4: Mechanisms by layer, with technology dependence.

Layer Principal mechanisms Technology dependence
1. Intake and triage Structured request forms, tiering rules, self-service catalogue, routing matrix Low to moderate
2. Artifact Template governance, clause library, modular assembly, plain-language redesign Low
3. Decision Playbooks, fallback ladders, approval authority matrix, escalation criteria Low

4. Orchestration

Workflow engine, parallel approval, service levels, status visibility, process mining

Moderate to high

5. Data and measurement

Contract data model, controlled vocabularies, clause tagging, obligation capture,
event logging

High

A finding worth emphasizing is the low technology
dependence of Layers 1 through 3. Intake standardization,
artifact governance, and playbook construction are
organizational design activities. They can be implemented
with a form, a governed document repository, and a
maintained playbook, and several documented cases in the
corpus do exactly that. Technology raises the ceiling on these
layers and reduces their maintenance cost, but it is not a
precondition.

This matters because a recurring failure pattern in the case
literature is the acquisition of contract lifecycle management
software as a substitute for the design work rather than as a
vehicle for it. Cases reporting disappointing outcomes
describe configuring a workflow engine to automate an
unexamined process, thereby encoding existing variance
rather than reducing it, and in some accounts making it harder
to change. Cases reporting favourable outcomes describe
design-first sequencing: map the process, consolidate the
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artifacts, codify the decisions, then automate what remains
stable. The pattern is consistent with long-standing findings
on process redesign preceding automation.

The same sequencing constraint appears in the enterprise
analytics literature. Work on financial planning and decision
systems, on predictive analytics in retail and operations, and
on CRM platform governance reports that analytical
capability is bounded by the consistency of the underlying
record, and that platform deployments preceding data model
design tend to institutionalize the inconsistency they were
acquired to resolve (Lawal and Oduleye, 2018a, 2018b,
2019a, 2019b, 2021a, 2021b; Tonoyan and Ayivi-Donkor,
2021a, 2021b; Basnet and Anene, 2021; Badmus and
Ozowara, 2018, 2019a, 2019b). Marketing analytics research
describes the same dependency in the context of automated
campaign systems built over fragmented customer records

4.4. Reported Outcomes and Their Measurement
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(Sanni and Atima, 2021a, 2021b, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).
Layer 5 of our taxonomy is the contract review instance of
this general constraint.

On the machine learning side, the corpus supports a measured
position. Clause extraction and classification perform well
enough to be useful as reviewer assistance and as a means of
triaging inbound third-party paper, and domain-adapted
models outperform general-purpose ones. But performance
on expert-annotated benchmarks remains materially short of
what unsupervised deployment would require, and the
benchmark authors are explicit that substantial headroom
remains. The realistic deployment posture in the review
period is assistive: surface candidate provisions, flag
deviations from a standard baseline, and route accordingly,
with human confirmation retained.

Table 5: Outcome categories, reporting frequency, and evidentiary strength.

Outcome category Sources reporting Evidentiary strength
Cycle time reduction 38 Weak to moderate
Reallocation of senior counsel effort 29 Moderate
Consistency of positions across reviewers 24 Weak
Cost per contract 19 Weak
Auditability and compliance evidence 17 Moderate
Business stakeholder satisfaction 15 Weak
Risk exposure reduction 11 Very weak
Reviewer experience and workload 9 Weak

Cycle time: The most frequently reported outcome and the
most poorly specified. Reported reductions vary across a very
wide range, and the variation is largely uninterpretable
because the metric is not defined consistently. Sources differ
on the start event (request submitted, request accepted, first
reviewer touch), the stop event (legal sign-off, full execution,
repository capture), the treatment of counterparty waiting
time, the treatment of business-side delay, and whether the
reported figure is a mean or a median. Since counterparty
waiting time is frequently the largest component of elapsed
time and is largely outside the enterprise's control, whether it
is included or excluded can change a reported figure by a
factor of two or more. Fewer than a quarter of sources
reporting cycle time specify all five parameters.

Effort reallocation: Better supported, because it is measured
through work distribution rather than through elapsed time.
Sources consistently report a shift in the composition of
senior counsel workload away from routine review following
tiering and self-service deployment. The claim is more
credible than cycle time claims because tiering rules
mechanically determine the routing, so the redistribution
follows from the intervention rather than requiring an
inference about it.

Consistency: Frequently claimed, rarely measured. The
straightforward operationalization would be inter-reviewer
agreement on identical or matched contracts, which is a
tractable study design borrowed directly from reliability

research. Three sources in the corpus attempt anything
resembling it. The remainder infer consistency from the
existence of a playbook, which assumes what it purports to
demonstrate.

Cost: Reported cost figures are rarely comparable, differing
on whether internal counsel time is costed, at what rate,
whether technology licensing and implementation are
amortized, and over what period. Several sources report cost
per contract without stating what is included in the
numerator.

Risk: The weakest category. Risk reduction is generally
asserted from the presence of controls rather than
demonstrated through outcomes, which would require
observation of downstream disputes, claims, or losses over
periods longer than any source in the corpus covers. This is a
structural difficulty rather than an oversight, since the
relevant outcomes are rare, lagged, and confounded, but it
should be stated as a limitation rather than papered over.

Overall: The dominant design is single-organization, self-
reported, pre-post description without a control condition,
frequently authored by parties with an interest in the reported
result. Selection and reporting bias should be presumed.
Programs that failed are almost entirely absent from the
record, and there is no reason to believe the true failure rate
is near zero.

156 |Page



International Journal of Multidisciplinary Evolutionary Research

4.5. Barriers and Moderators
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Table 6: Barriers to standardization, by category.

Category Barrier Frequency
Professional Perceived encroachment on professional judgment High
Reviewer status concerns attached to routine work Moderate
Concern about competence duties under codified process Moderate
Organizational Absent or under-resourced legal operations ownership High
Fragmented authority across business units and geographies High
Governance burden of playbook and template maintenance High
Change fatigue from prior failed initiatives Moderate
Technical Legacy repositories and unstructured historical contracts High
Integration with CRM, ERP, and procurement systems High
Insufficient data guality for automation Moderate
External Counterparty paper and counterparty leverage High
Jurisdictional and regulatory variation Moderate
Outside counsel practices misaligned with internal standards Moderate

Several barriers merit comment.

Maintenance burden: The most under-appreciated barrier in
the corpus. Playbooks, clause libraries, and templates are
living artifacts that decay as law, business models, and risk
appetite change. Multiple sources describe initial
implementations that succeeded and then degraded within
eighteen to twenty-four months because no one owned
maintenance. Standardization is a durable commitment, not a
project with an end date, and the absence of a named
maintenance owner is a stronger predictor of eventual failure
in the case literature than any technology choice.
Professional resistance as signal: Resistance is often framed
in implementation accounts as an obstacle to be managed
through change communication. The synthesis suggests a less
dismissive reading is warranted at least some of the time.
Reviewer objections frequently identify genuine coverage
gaps, and cases describing successful implementations more
often report incorporating reviewer objections into playbook
scope definitions than report overcoming them.
Counterparty leverage as moderator: The achievable
degree of standardization depends materially on market
position. An enterprise able to insist on its own paper can
standardize at Layer 2 in a way that a supplier to concentrated
buyers cannot. This moderator is acknowledged in passing
across the corpus but is not systematically studied, and it
likely accounts for a meaningful share of the unexplained
variance in reported outcomes.

Control and confidentiality dependencies: A barrier that
the legal operations literature under-reports concerns the
security and data governance conditions attached to contract
repositories. Contracts concentrate commercially sensitive
and often personal data, so centralizing them into a single
governed repository, which Layers 2 and 5 both require,
raises access control, retention, and cross-border transfer
questions that can delay or constrain the standardization
program itself. Research on enterprise cybersecurity, data
governance, and operational technology security documents
this tension between consolidation for analytical benefit and
dispersion for risk containment, and treats the resolution as a
governance design problem rather than a technical one
(Mbonu and Oluoha, 2018, 2019a, 2019b; Mbonu and Uzoka,
2020, 2021a, 2021b, 2020a, 2020b, 2021; Dosunmu and
Ogundele, 2019, 2020, 2021; Adegbite and Ahmed, 2020;
Ahmed and Adebayo, 2021). Treasury and financial services
research adds the observation that such constraints bind
hardest in regulated entities, where the repository itself

becomes an examinable control (Dada and Oluwo, 202143,
2021b; Isiekwu and Dada, 2021).

4.6. Strength of the Evidence

Applying the appraisal instruments across the corpus
produces a candid picture. Of 41 peer-reviewed sources, 16
are conceptual and therefore not appraisable for empirical
rigour; of the 25 empirical sources, 14 met all applicable
MMAT criteria, 8 met most with reservations concerning
sampling justification or analytic transparency, and 3 had
significant limitations. Of 18 grey-literature sources retained
after the independence exclusion, 11 disclosed sample size
and response rate, and 6 disclosed sampling method.

The overall assessment is that the field has substantial
descriptive knowledge, moderate conceptual development,
and weak causal evidence. Claims about what standardization
does should currently be read as plausible and practitioner-
endorsed rather than as demonstrated.

It is worth being precise about what would change this
assessment, since the deficit is often described in terms that
make it sound intractable. Randomized assignment of
standardization treatments across legal departments is not
realistic, but three weaker designs are available and none has
been used at scale. Stepped introduction across business units
or geographies within a single enterprise would supply a
within-organization comparison  while remaining
operationally acceptable, since staged rollout is how these
programs are implemented anyway. Matched-contract
distribution to reviewers working under different conditions
would answer the consistency question directly and requires
only a sample of agreements and a modest reviewer pool.
Interrupted time series on instrumented cycle time, with the
intervention date fixed in advance, would at least distinguish
a step change from a continuing trend, which pre-post
reporting cannot do. The obstacle to all three is not feasibility
but incentive: the organizations positioned to run them have
no reason to publish, and the parties with a reason to publish
are those selling the intervention.

4.7. A Composite Implementation Trajectory

The case descriptions in the corpus are individually thin, but
read together they describe a recognizable trajectory. What
follows is a composite constructed from the recurring
sequence across those accounts. It is not a case study, and no
single organization in the corpus followed exactly this path;
it is offered as a device for showing how the layers interact
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over time, and it should be read as a synthesis of reported
patterns rather than as evidence in its own right.

The typical account opens with an acute trigger rather than a
strategic plan. A sales cycle stalls on legal review, an auditor
finds that identical clauses were treated inconsistently across
regions, or a general counsel is asked for a number the
department cannot produce. The initial response is almost
always to add capacity, either through headcount or through
outside counsel, and the accounts are consistent that this
relieves pressure without changing the underlying
distribution of work.

The first structural intervention is usually intake, because it
is cheap and because the trigger frequently concerned
information the department did not have. Accounts describe
the first weeks of structured intake as producing an
unwelcome discovery: request volume is materially higher
than the department believed, and the share of that volume
attributable to low-value agreement types is higher still. This
finding is what typically converts a tactical response into a
program.

Template consolidation follows, and the accounts converge
on the same surprise, namely that the number of templates in
active circulation exceeds the governed set by a wide margin,
with variants having been created by individual lawyers for
individual deals and then reused informally. Consolidation is
described as politically harder than expected, because each
orphaned variant has a constituency, and the accounts
reporting success describe resolving this by tracing each
variant to the business need that produced it rather than by
mandate.

Playbook construction comes next and is the longest phase in
most accounts, typically elicited from senior reviewers over
a period of months. Two things are reported to happen during
elicitation that the efficiency framing does not anticipate.
Reviewers disagree with one another on positions each had
assumed were settled departmental policy, and the exercise
of writing down a fallback ladder surfaces that some positions
had no rationale anyone could reconstruct. Both are described
by participants as valuable independent of the resulting
document.

Tiering and self-service follow the playbook rather than
preceding it, because the criteria that route a matter to a tier
are the same criteria the playbook uses to define coverage.
Accounts describe the introduction of self-service as the point
of greatest business-side enthusiasm and greatest legal-side
anxiety, and describe the anxiety as being managed through
guardrails, typically a value ceiling, a prohibition on edits to
the executed form, and a periodic audit of executed self-
service agreements.

Technology enters last in the successful accounts and early in
the unsuccessful ones. This is the single clearest divergence
in the case literature, and it is consistent with the design-
before-automation finding in Section 4.3.

The trajectory then either consolidates or decays, and the
accounts that follow up at all describe decay more often than
consolidation. The decay pattern is consistent: the program
leader moves on, maintenance passes to no one in particular,
playbook entries age, reviewers begin working around entries
they know to be stale, and within roughly two years the
department is operating on institutional memory again while
the artifacts remain formally in place. This is the pattern that
motivates the maintenance discussion in Section 5.6.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Sequence and Dependency

The layers set out in Section 4.2 are not merely a

classification. The synthesis supports a dependency claim:

the layers are ordered, and attempting a later layer without
the earlier ones produces predictable failure modes.

« Decision standardization (Layer 3) requires artifact
standardization (Layer 2), because fallback positions are
defined relative to a baseline that must be stable and
governed.

» Orchestration (Layer 4) requires triage rules (Layer 1),
because routing logic requires classified inputs, and a
workflow engine configured over unclassified intake
automates the misallocation rather than removing it.

» Measurement (Layer 5) requires structured intake (Layer
1), because unstructured request channels leave no
recoverable denominator.

The evidence supporting this ordering is inferential rather
than experimental: it rests on the pattern of failure
descriptions across cases, and on the logical dependencies
just stated, not on a study that varied sequence and observed
outcomes. We advance it as a testable proposition rather than
an established finding, and we note that this is exactly the
weakness we criticized in staged maturity models in Section
2.3. The difference is that we are stating the basis of the
claim.

5.2. The boundary of codification

The most substantive conceptual question in this literature is
where standardization should stop. The synthesis suggests
reframing it away from a question about degree and toward a
question about architecture.

The relevant design feature is not how much of the review is
codified but whether the process makes it easy and safe to
declare a matter uncodifiable. A process with narrow
playbook coverage and a frictionless escalation route handles
novelty well. A process with broad playbook coverage and a
costly escalation route handles novelty badly, because
reviewers under time pressure will resolve ambiguity toward
the codified option. On this reading, the risk of over-
standardization is not that too many decisions are codified but
that codification is accompanied by implicit penalties for
departing from it.

Playbook construction method also varies more than the
corpus acknowledges. Some accounts describe deriving
playbooks deductively from policy, which produces
internally consistent documents that reviewers report as
poorly matched to the objections they actually encounter.
Others describe deriving them inductively from a sample of
recently negotiated agreements, extracting the positions the
department in fact took and the concessions it in fact made,
which produces documents that match practice but may
encode drift that was never authorized. The accounts
reporting the most durable results describe a combination,
inductive extraction followed by explicit policy review of
each extracted position, with the review step forcing an
answer to whether an observed practice was a considered
position or an accumulated habit.

This connects to the art-and-science distinction drawn in the
management literature, but refines it. That framing sorts
processes into categories. Contract review suggests that the
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more common case is a single process containing both, in
which the design task is the construction of a reliable
boundary marker rather than the assignment of the process to
a category.

5.3. Measurement
The clearest conclusion of this review is that contract review
standardization has a measurement problem serious enough
to limit the field's development. Without comparable metrics,
the literature cannot accumulate: findings cannot be pooled,
interventions cannot be ranked, and moderators cannot be
identified.

We therefore propose a minimum measurement

specification. Any report of contract review cycle time should

state:

1. Start event, from a defined set: request submitted, request
accepted into queue, or first reviewer action.

2. Stop event, from a defined set: legal sign-off, full
execution, or repository capture.

3. Treatment of counterparty waiting time: included,
excluded, or reported separately (separate reporting
preferred).

4. Treatment of business-side delay: included, excluded,
or reported separately.

5. Distributional statistic: median with interquartile range
preferred over mean, given the strong right skew reported
wherever distributions are shown.

6. Segmentation: reported by agreement type and review
tier, since aggregate figures conflate populations with
very different characteristics.

Adopting even the first five items would make the next
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decade of reporting comparable in a way the last decade is
not.

5.4. Implications for Practice

The synthesis supports a staged sequence.

Stage 1: Establish measurement and intake. Implement a
structured front door. Define and instrument the cycle time
metric per Section 5.3 before making changes, since without
a baseline no subsequent claim is verifiable. Segment the
existing portfolio by agreement type, volume, and value.
Stage 2: Consolidate artifacts. Inventory templates, which
will reveal more than expected. Consolidate to a governed set
with named owners and versioning. Build a clause library
with risk ratings. Assign maintenance ownership at this stage
rather than later, since it is the single strongest predictor of
durability.

Stage 3: Codify decisions. Build playbooks for the highest-
volume agreement types first. Specify fallback ladders and
approval authority. Design the escalation route deliberately
and verify that it carries no penalty, formal or reputational,
for the reviewer who uses it.

Stage 4: Tier and orchestrate. Introduce self-service for the
lowest-risk category with defined guardrails. Establish
tiering rules and route accordingly. Parallelize independent
approvals. Publish service levels and make status visible to
requesters.

Stage 5: Automate and instrument. Deploy workflow and
contract lifecycle technology against the now-stable process.
Introduce assistive clause extraction for inbound third-party
paper. Establish the contract data model and post-execution
obligation tracking.

Table 7: Stage checkpoints. Each stage has a condition that should hold before the next begins; the failure modes in the right-hand column
are those the case literature reports when the stage is skipped.

consolidation

Stage Checkpoint before proceeding Failure mode if skipped
1. Measurement Cycle time defined per Section 5.3 and instrumented; No baseline exists, so no later claim can be verified and no
and intake portfolio segmented by agreement type and volume metric has a denominator
2. Artifact Template inventory complete; governed set published with Playbooks are written against an unstable baseline and

named owners; maintenance owner appointed

decay within the first policy change

Reviewers force novel matters into the nearest codified

orchestration

3. Decision Fallback ladders published for highest-volume types; A
e - . category, and the codification masks rather than manages
codification escalation route tested and confirmed to carry no penalty risk
4. Tiering and | Tier criteria derived from playbook coverage; independent |Routing logic operates on unclassified inputs and automates

approvals parallelized; service levels defined per tier

the existing misallocation

instrumentation data model agreed

5. Automation and| Process stable across at least one full review cycle; contract

Configuration encodes current variance, and subsequent
change becomes harder than before

Two cross-cutting cautions. First, resist acquiring technology
before Stage 4, since the case evidence associates early
acquisition with encoded variance. Second, treat the whole
program as recurring rather than terminal, with scheduled
review of playbooks and templates.

5.5. Open Questions

Five questions are underserved and tractable:

1. Does sequence matter? The dependency ordering in
Section 5.1 is a testable proposition. Multiple-case
comparison of organizations that sequenced differently,
with outcomes measured on a common specification,
would test it directly.

2. Does escalation friction determine decision-
standardization outcomes? Section 5.2 proposes a
specific mechanism. A vignette experiment with

practising reviewers, varying playbook coverage and
escalation cost, would test it at low cost and would be
among the first experimental contributions to this
literature.

3. Does standardization improve consistency? The
obvious study, distributing matched contracts to reviewers
under standardized and non-standardized conditions and
measuring inter-reviewer agreement, has not been done at
scale.

4. How should inbound third-party paper be handled?
Layer 2 mechanisms presuppose control of the document.
The asymmetric case, where the enterprise controls only
its evaluation criteria, is the larger share of volume in
many organizations and is under-theorized.

5. What determines maintenance durability? Given that
decay within two years is a recurring failure mode,
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longitudinal study of governance arrangements and their
association with artifact currency would address a
practical question the corpus repeatedly raises and never
answers.

5.6. The Economics of Maintenance

The corpus reports implementation cost frequently and
maintenance cost almost never, which distorts the picture of
when standardization is worth undertaking.

Implementation is a bounded expenditure: a template
consolidation exercise ends, a playbook is written, a
workflow is configured. Maintenance is an annuity. Every
governed template, every clause library entry, and every
playbook position carries a recurring obligation to check that
it still reflects the law, the business model, and the
department's risk appetite. That obligation scales with the
size of the governed estate, which means the fifth layer of
standardization costs more to sustain than the first, and it
competes directly with review work for the same scarce
senior attention.

Three consequences follow. First, the breakeven calculation
for any individual standardization decision must include the
discounted maintenance  stream, not merely the
implementation cost, and a standardized artifact covering a
low-frequency agreement type may never recover its own
upkeep. This argues for deliberate under-standardization of
the tail, which cuts against the completeness instinct that
drives most programs. Second, the appropriate size of the
governed estate is bounded by maintenance capacity rather
than by ambition, so a department that cannot sustain a
hundred clause library entries should govern fifty well rather
than a hundred badly. The corpus contains no guidance on
this ratio and it would be straightforward to establish
empirically. Third, and least comfortably, the decay pattern
described in Section 4.7 implies that much of the reported
benefit in this literature is measured during the period when
artifacts are newest and maintenance has not yet begun to
bind, which means published effect sizes are likely to
overstate steady state performance by an unknown margin.
The practical implication is that the maintenance owner
should be named at the point the artifact is created rather than
at the point the program ends, and that the maintenance
obligation should be budgeted as recurring operational cost
rather than absorbed informally into the reviewing team's
discretionary time. Several sources describe this
arrangement; none evaluates it against the alternative, which
is the obvious comparative study this literature lacks.

5.7. Boundary Conditions on Transferability

Because the corpus is drawn overwhelmingly from large
enterprises, it is worth stating explicitly where the account
developed here should not be applied without modification.
Departments below roughly ten lawyers face a different
calculation at every layer. The maintenance annuity
described in Section 5.6 does not scale down proportionately,
since a clause library requires substantially the same upkeep
whether it serves five reviewers or fifty, while the throughput
benefit scales directly with volume. Small departments
accordingly reach breakeven on far fewer artifacts, and the
corpus offers no guidance on where that boundary sits. The
layered account still holds, but the depth appropriate at each
layer is smaller, and the sensible terminal state for a small
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department may be intake plus templates with no formal
playbook at all.

Regulated entities face the opposite distortion. Where the
review process is itself subject to supervisory examination,
the auditability benefit that Section 4.4 rates as moderately
evidenced becomes the primary objective rather than a
secondary one, and this changes the design. Documentation
that would be redundant on efficiency grounds is justified on
evidentiary grounds, and the low-friction escalation route
argued for in Section 5.2 must be reconciled with a
supervisory expectation that deviations are rare and
individually justified. The corpus contains too few regulated
cases to say how organizations resolve this, and it is a
question worth asking directly.

Enterprises operating across civil law jurisdictions are the
third boundary case. Template and clause library mechanisms
assume a drafting tradition in which agreements are long,
self-contained, and substantially negotiable, which is
characteristic of common law commercial practice. Where
statutory default terms carry more of the allocation and
agreements are correspondingly shorter, the marginal value
of clause-level standardization falls while the value of intake
and routing standardization is unaffected. The English-
language restriction on this review, noted in Section 6, means
we cannot assess how the civil law literature treats this, and
the omission is more consequential than it first appears, since
it may mean the taxonomy's middle layers are more
jurisdictionally specific than the account here suggests.
Finally, the account assumes an enterprise with a legal
operations function or an identified owner for the program.
Departments without one are not simply earlier on the same
path; the case evidence suggests they tend to acquire artifacts
without acquiring the governance that keeps artifacts current,
which produces the decay pattern faster rather than more
slowly.

6. Limitations

Construct validity. "Standardization" carries different
meanings across the disciplines sampled, and terminology in
practitioner sources is inconsistent. The four-part
decomposition in Section 2.2 was applied during extraction
to mitigate this, but residual construct slippage is likely,
particularly where sources use “automation" and
"standardization" interchangeably.

Internal  validity.  Thematic  synthesis  involves
interpretation. The taxonomy is one defensible organization
of the material and not the only one; an organization by
maturity stage or by contract type would have produced a
different structure. Dual screening, a piloted extraction form,
and a deductive recoding pass were used to constrain
interpretive drift, but the synthesis is not reproducible in the
sense that a meta-analysis would be.

External validity. The corpus is dominated by large
enterprises in North America and Western Europe. Findings
may transfer poorly to small legal departments, to public-
sector contexts, and to jurisdictions with different
professional  regulation.  The  counterparty-leverage
moderator identified in Section 4.5 suggests transferability is
bounded by market position as well as by geography.
Publication and reporting bias. Successful
implementations are systematically over-represented. Failed
programs are rarely written up, and the grey literature in this
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field has a strong positive-outcome orientation even after
vendor-commissioned material is excluded. Reported effect
magnitudes should be treated as upper bounds.

Researcher positionality and interpretive risk. Two of the
three reviewers have prior professional exposure to legal
operations practice. This aided extraction, since practitioner
sources use terminology inconsistently and domain
familiarity was needed to code them reliably, but it also
carries a risk that the taxonomy reflects categories already
familiar to the coders rather than categories emerging from
the material. The deductive recoding pass described in
Section 3.3 tests coverage but cannot test whether a different
frame would have fitted equally well, and we regard this as
the most substantial interpretive threat to the synthesis.
Grey literature weighting. The decision to admit
practitioner benchmark reports was necessary, since the
majority of documented enterprise implementations appear
nowhere else, but it imports the reporting conventions of a
commercially interested field. Excluding nine vendor-
commissioned sources removes the clearest cases and not the
subtle ones: a professional association report is independent
of any single vendor while remaining institutionally
committed to the value of the function it represents. Readers
should treat the direction of reported effects as more reliable
than their magnitude.

Currency. The search closed in June 2021, and the areas
moving fastest at that date, particularly the deployment
posture for automated clause extraction, are those where the
account here will date first. The organizational findings
should prove more stable than the technical ones, since
template governance and escalation design are not sensitive
to model performance.

Search completeness. Legal literature indexing is less
consistent than in medicine or computing, and relevant
material appears in professional publications that no database
indexes well. Snowballing and the bounded grey-literature
search mitigate but do not eliminate this. English-language
restriction excludes potentially relevant work in civil-law
jurisdictions where contracting practice differs.

7. Conclusion

Contract review standardization has moved from an
occasional efficiency exercise to a defining activity of the
legal operations function. This review consolidated 73
sources across four disciplines and found a field with genuine
practical knowledge and a thin evidentiary foundation.
Three conclusions follow. First, standardization is layered
rather than binary, and the five layers identified here appear
to stand in a dependency relation that makes sequence
consequential. Second, the boundary between codified and
discretionary review is best designed as an architectural
feature, specifically a low-friction escalation route, rather
than negotiated as a matter of degree. Third, and most
consequentially, the field cannot currently support strong
causal claims about what standardization achieves, because
its central metric is not defined consistently enough to permit
comparison across organizations.

A fourth observation follows from the first three and is easily
lost. The failure mode this literature documents most often is
not a program that never starts but a program that succeeds
and then decays, because the artifacts standardization
produces are perishable and their upkeep competes with the
review work they were built to relieve. Treating
standardization as a project with a completion date is
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therefore the most reliable way to lose its benefits, and
naming a maintenance owner at the moment each artifact is
created is the cheapest available protection against that
outcome.

The corrective is not more enthusiasm but more discipline in
measurement. A common specification for cycle time,
applied prospectively and reported with segmentation and
distributional detail, would do more to advance this field over
the next decade than any technology now in view.
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