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COBOL STANDARD STYLE GUIDE
Author:  Donald F. Nelson

This style guide is based partly on the old one used for the JOD.  However, because capitalization and a number of other minor matters differ between the JOD and the Standard, I have changed the rules to conform to those of the Standard (makes it easier on the project editor, even though he doesn't especially like the rules).  The text in brackets are my comments.

Change history from 1995 on:
Changes from 95-0103:  deleted non-ISO rule 34 (about “Declaratives”); changed non-ISO rule 35 (now 34) to say that format numbering starts with “-1”, not as in conglomerate formats; revised non-ISO rule 42 (was 43) to include another example; and added new non-ISO rules 43to 48.

Changes from 95-0371: added list of rules for words and deleted several items that duplicate this; removed the separation of ISO and other rules as far as number ing goes; deleted the change history prior to 1995; and minor corrections.

Changes from 96-0296: added an item about using category rather than class for literals; added run unit; and made various other minor changes.  Also converted it to word.

Changes from 99-0119: added rule 58 discussing capitalization of PICTURE; changed rule about "exception condition exists" to "exception condition is set to exist"; added proposal writing guidelines; changed the way notes were specified; and various minor changes.

Guidelines:
All text in the Standard should conform to the following rules:

The following are rules specified by ISO and ANSI:
1.
Use “shall” or “shall not” rather than “must” or “may not” or “must not” for something that must be followed strictly.  “Shall” means “is to, is required to, has to, only is permitted, it is necessary”.  “Shall not” means “is not allowed (permitted) (acceptable) (permissible), is required to be not, is not to be”.  Note that the usual phrase in the Standard is “... must be an alphanumeric ...”.  We now have to say “... shall be an alphanumeric ...”, which sounds awful, but is the way ISO wants it.  

2.
Use “should” rather than “shall” for recommendation (it is recommended, ought to).  Likewise for “should not” and “shall not”.

3.
Use “may” instead of “can” (reverse of the JOD rules) and “need not” rather than “possible” or “impossible” for permission and not-permission.  “May” means “is permitted, is allowed, is permissible”.  “Need not” means “is not required that, no ... is required”.

4.
Use “can” instead of “may” when it is a statement of possibility (to be able to, to be in a position to, there is a possibility, it is possible).  Use “cannot” rather than “need not” for no possibility (to be unable to, to be not in a position to, no possibility of, impossible to).

5.
Use 10-point Univers type for regular text [ISO rule] and 9-point for  notes.

6.
American spellings shall be used.

7.
An entry in the definitions section is started with the term to be defined in bolded with no initial caps, followed by a colon (also bolded), two spaces, and the definition.  The definition should not say how to create the term, but what it is.  For example, say what a baby is, not how to make a baby.  For example:


baby:  A young, small, human being, normally aged less than two years from parturition.


ISO requires that the definitions should contain no rules (no normative text).  That is, if you removed the definition nothing would be lost.

8.
There will be no roman numerals used in numbering.  The sections will be numbered with arabic numerals starting with 1.  The section number must be part of the numbering of clauses within a section.  For example, what is now Section IV (Overall Language Consideration) should read something like this:



“4  Overall Language Consideration



4.1  Introduction



The language considerations ...


4.2  Notation Used in Formats



4.2.1  Definition of a General Format



etc.”



NOTE   No period follows the numbers (a double space is used) and the “4” is in front of each header.

In the case of general and syntax rules the rules are numbered with a right parentheses after the number and no period.  As in:



“4.3.3  General Rules


1)  Something




a)  A sub-rule





(1)  A sub-sub-rule


NOTE   This numbering violates the ISO rules (they require starting with a letter, then a number and one parentheses, then a letter with one and so on), but we were given permission to use this system.
9.
Tables are numbered from 1 separate from figures, which are also numbered from 1.  The numbers are from the beginning of the document, not for each section.  This will make the document extremely difficult to maintain and to follow, but rules are rules.  In proposals, don’t worry too much about numbers.  A table is preceded by a title centered and bolded in the line.  The table title format is “Table n – title”.  Table headings begin with a capital letter.  When one is continued, use the heading “Table n (continued)” or “Table n (concluded)” on subsequent pages.  The column headings shall be repeated on subsequent pages as well.  The title of a figure is placed below the figure, bolded and centered.  The form is “Figure n – title”.

10.
Lists may be introduced either by a complete grammatical proposition followed by a colon, or by the first part of a proposition (without a colon), completed by the items in the list.  Do not include a count of the number of items in the list in the introduction or proposition.  The lead-in is followed by a blank line and then the list.  Each list item shall be preceded by a dash (no “bullets”) or, if necessary for identification, by a lowercase letter followed by a parenthesis (which differs from syntax and general rules).  Some examples follow.  If the items are multi-line, put blank lines between them.  Otherwise, do not insert blank lines.  Some examples follow.



The imperative verbs are



–
ACCEPT



–
ADD



The imperative verbs are the following:



a)
ACCEPT



b)
ADD

11.
Notes are not normative.  They are informative.  The format is “NOTE   text” for a single one, “NOTE n   text” for multiple notes at separate places within the same numbered subdivision.  If you are writing a proposal and want to create a note to the readers of the proposal, enclose it in square brackets.  No note in the standard will be enclosed in square brackets.  Some examples follow.



NOTE   This is a single note.



NOTE 1   This is the first one …



NOTE 2   This is the second one …

In tables, notes can be part of the table, within the frame of the table at the end of the table.

12.
The start of a paragraph should not be indented (they are in the 1985 standard).

13.
There are around 30 pages of ISO rules and I won’t list them all here.  The important ones are included and if you want to see the others please contact me.

The following are in addition to ISO/ANSI rules:
14.
All writing must be in the present tense except for those cases where another tense is required to specify an action without ambiguity.

15.
When cross-references in the text are parenthetical, there are two formats that can be used, one that applies to only one sentence, the other that applies to a paragraph or more than one sentence.  The format for the latter is “ . . . end of sentence.  (See number, paragraph-title [; number, paragraph-title [; . . . ; and number, paragraph-title]].)”.  “Number” is section-number.clause-number.etc.  An example would be:  “. . . condition.  (See 4.8.8.8, I-O Status; and 4.8.8.9, The Invalid Key Condition.)”.  Do not reference page numbers.  Always use the word “See”.  Do not say something like “as in paragraph xxx”.  When the reference applies only to one sentence, the format is “. . . end of sentence (see number, paragraph-title [[; number, paragraph-title[; . . . ; and number, paragraph-title]]).”.


In the case of cross-references to a figure, the format is:  “ ... end of sentence.  (See figure-number, figure-title.)”.  Likewise to a table.

16. 
When making reference to another rule, use “general rule nn” or “syntax rule nn” rather than “rule nn” or “paragraph nn above”.  Do not include the parentheses after the rule number.

17.
The following words, whenever used in text, are to appear as indicated:


COBOL object program


COBOL program


COBOL source program


I-O status

18.
The following non-reserved words are hyphenated:


alphabet-name


alphanumeric-edited


cd-name


character-string


condition-name


data-name


file-name


fixed-point


floating-point


high-order


imperative-statement


implementor-defined (specified, etc.)


implementor-name


index-name


lead-in


left-justified


level-number


library-name


low-order


mnemonic-name


national-edited


non-printable


non-zero


numeric-edited


out-of-line


paragraph-name


procedure-name


program-name


record-name


report-name


right-justified


routine-name


section-name


space-filled


sub-queue


symbolic-character


text-name


text-word


user-defined (specified, etc.)


variable-length


variable-occurrence


zero-filled


zero-length


In addition, all metalanguage terms are hyphenated, as are such composite adjectives as “six-character field”.


Note that there may be exceptions for proper grammar.  When this happens, these can be surfaced for discussion.

19.
The following non-reserved words are not hyphenated and are not two words:


cannot


inline


lefthand


leftmost


lowercase


nondeclarative(s)


righthand


rightmost


uppercase

20.
In the normative text, quotation marks (") in the text are to be used only for actual alphanumeric, boolean, and national literals and in sample code.  A single quotation mark or apostrophe (') is used as punctuation in the normative text.  In informative appendixes, quotation marks (") may be used in the text.  Commas or periods are to be placed outside of quotation marks except when they form part of the quotation.  Do not use “smart quotes”.

21.
When referring to numeric values in the text, do not place them in quotation marks.  For example, use “the value 10” rather than “the value '10'”.

22.
Syntax rules and general rules describe the elements of the General Format in an orderly fashion; that is, from left to right, top to bottom.  If possible, specifications should proceed from the most general to the most specific in both syntax rules and general rules.  For example, if there are three formats you would use something like the following:


ALL FORMATS


1)
A rule for all formats


FORMATS 1 AND 2


2)
A rule for formats 1 and 2.


FORMAT 1


3)
A rule for format 1.

23.
The specification of a particular function should be self-contained.

24.
Underlining is not permitted in the text.

25 .
Even though only one rule is stated, the heading must be “Syntax rules” or “General rules” in boldface type.

26.
The word “option” should not be used in place of “phrase” or “clause”. Instead of “the WHEN option” use “the WHEN phrase”.

27.
The Environment Division and the Data Division consist of phrases within clauses; the Procedure Division of phrases within phrases or statements. Therefore, it is correct to mention the GROUP INDICATE clause (not phrase) or the INTO phrase (not clause) of the READ statement.

28.
Reserved words, when used in the specific COBOL sense, are uppercase except as noted in rule 4.  If used in their generic sense they are lowercase.  For example, “execute the READ statement” as opposed to “read the file”.

29.
The following collating sequence is to be maintained for items in the definitions:  Space and hyphen, A-Z, 0-9, slash, left bracket, comma, right bracket.  Corresponding uppercase and lowercase letters collate identically.  When two words are exactly the same except for a space or hyphen, the space takes precedence. 

30.
Whenever more than one general format is defined for an entry or statement, individual formats will be numbered and titled.  The title will be lowercase, hyphenated, enclosed in parentheses, receded by a space and followed by a colon.  An example is:



Format 1 (tallying):



. . .



Format 2 (replacing-and-tallying):


You may refer to a specific format by the title anywhere.  Formerly, outside of the statement you had to use words, like “INSPECT statement with the TALLYING phrase” or “format 1 of the INSPECT statement”.  Now, you shall say “tallying format of the INSPECT statement” outside of the statement.  Within the statement you may say “tallying format”.

31.
Syntax rules should refer only to the syntax of the format.  In general, a syntax rule can be checked for validity by a compiler during compilation.  General rules refer to the processing or dynamic action of a clause or statement.

32.
Use the phrase “the content of the data item referenced by identifier (or data-name)” when reference is made to the content of a data item. Do not use “the content of identifier”.  If the data item is numeric, it is appropriate to use “the value of the data item referenced by identifier”.  Do not use “the value of identifier”.  When referring to a specific storage location, use “the data item referenced by identifier (or data-name)”.  Identifiers and data-names are names of the locations. Use the phrase “the value of the index referenced by index-name” when reference is made to the value contained in an index.  Do not use “the value of index-name”.  When referring to a specific index, use “the index referenced by index-name”.  Index-names are names of the indexes.

33.
Use “content...is” rather than “contents....are” to refer to the content of a data item.  Formerly, “contents are” was used in the JOD and in many places in the Standard.

34.
Use the phrase “value of integer” when reference is made to an integer literal.  The term “literal” can be used without qualification.  For example, “If literal is less than the content of the data item ...”  In this case, literal could be a numeric or alphanumeric literal.

35.
When referring to a physical file, state either “the physical file” or “the physical file associated with file–name” rather than “file-name”.  In some cases, the file connector or logical file is being referred to rather than a physical file; therefore, state “the file connector referenced by file-name” or "the file referenced by file-name".  Make sure the proper term is used.

36.
Reserved words may be used only as modifiers (e.g., “the COPY statement” - not “COPYed”).

37.
New reserved words must follow the rules for the formation of reserved words given in the base document.  When practical, use an existing reserved word rather than a new one or make the word reserved in context.  If possible, a reserved word should be consistently optional or consistently required within a Division.

38.
Environment division entries of a program define the interface with the characteristics of a specific computer system.  The attributes of these entries are such that they do not affect data division entries or procedure division statements of the program.  Ideally, data division entries or procedure division statements should not have to change in order to move a program from one system to another.

39.
When specifying the allowable numeric value of an occurrence or datum, the following conventions should be followed:

a.
The phrase “zero, one, or more” refers to zero or positive integers as in the number of occurrences of a [xyz] ... type operand.

b.
The phrase “one or more” refers to positive integers as in the number of occurrences of a  xyz   . . . type operand.

c.
The phrase “zero or more” is never used.

40.
Place the word “only” as illustrated in the phrase “may be specified only” rather than as in “may only be specified”.

41.
Use serial commas when there are more than two items in a list and it is appropriate.  For example, use “a, b, and c” rather than “a, b and c”.

42.
Make sure that “which” is not used when “that” is the proper term.  Essentially, “that” introduces a restrictive clause; “which” introduces a nonrestrictive clause (usually set off by a comma).  For instance, “the broom that is in the corner” and “the broom, which is red, that is in the corner”.  In most cases “that” should be used rather than “which”.

43.
Keep rules and definitions in a single place except where repetition is needed for clarity.

44.
All metalanguage terms will be in lowercase, even if they contain key words.  For example, use “tallying-phrase” rather than “TALLYING-phrase”.

45.
Use “I-O status value 'nn'”.  If the value contains letters, the letters should be in all caps.

46.
When specifying individual formats after a conglomerate one, number identifiers and literals starting with “-1”, not as used in the conglomerate.  For example, in the format for a data description entry the ALLOW clause has "literal-3" as the first literal.  In the actual description of the ALLOW clause, it starts with "literal-1".

47.
In table grids use “Y” for allowed and a space for not allowed.  Currently, many methods are used, including “P”, “X”, and so on.  For some tables words are used instead (like “successful open”).  That is fine.

48.
The normative portion of the specification is a precise specification and is not targeted for the user or for the implementor.  Therefore, some specifications might be somewhat difficult for a casual reader to understand. The informative portion of the specification is intended to be understood by a user and an implementor and needs not be so precise.

49.
If indicating that an optional phrase is or is not specified use the word “If” rather than the word “When”.  For example say “If the xyz phrase is specified” rather than “When the xyz phrase is specified”.

50.
When using meta-language terms within a format that are used in the same format, define them in the order in which they are specified (including specified in a meta-language definition).  Avoid duplicate braces and brackets.  The following is an example:



STATEMENT-A meta-language-a



   STATEMENT-B meta-language-b




etc.



where meta-language-a is:



{some-text sub-meta-language-c} . . .



where sub-meta-language-c is:



definition of this


where meta-language-b is:



definition of this
51.
When adding a new intrinsic  function state as the last paragraph in the first paragraph of the definition “The type of this function is ...”.

52.
Certain phrases should not be capitalized, such as “USAGE DISPLAY” unless addressing the USAGE clause or DISPLAY phrase.  For example, “a data item whose usage is display” or “a data item with usage display”.  However, “a data item specified with the USAGE DISPLAY clause” is correct.  Note that optional words ( like “IS”) are left out except when the lowercase form is being used - in that cause English usage applies.

53.
Meta-language terms other than locally-defined ones (like “data-name”) shall all be specified with a number, even if there is only one.  For example, if only one instance of “data-name” is in a format it will still be “data-name-1”.

54.
If all the words in a stack are optional, use brackets ([ ]) rather than braces ({ }) to enclose them.

55.
The statement for specifying the equivalence of words shall be “The words x and y are equivalent” rather than “X and y are synonymous”.

56.
When an exception situation is detected state “The EC-xxx-xxx exception condition is set to exist”.  Do not say “... The EC-xxx-xxx exception condition exists.” or "an EC-xxx-xxx".  Note that “exception condition” is not hyphenated.  Exception-name is hyphenated, however.

57.
When specifying what type of literal is allowed by referencing class or category, say “category”, not “class”.  Be careful when mentioning an item and a literal.  If the item rule references class, make two sentences.  It is also correct to say “a numeric literal”,  “a national literal” and so on.

58.
The word "PICTURE" is to be all upper-case only when referring to the PICTURE clause.  In other usages, such as "picture character-string", it shall be in lower-case.

59.
The following table illustrates the words that should be used instead of the indicated word:


Word
Should use instead
Item nbr


can
may
3


comprise
in, consists
-


comprises
in, consists
-


contents ... are
content ... is
33


data (for singular)
datum
-


execution time
runtime
-


illegal
invalid
-


indicies
indexes
-


inline
in-line
-


legal
valid
-


legallity
validity
-


may (be able to)
can
4


may not
shall not
1


media (for singular)
medium
-


must
shall
1


option
clause, phrase
26


possible
need not
3


run time
runtime
-


run-time
runtime
-


run-unit
run unit
-


shall (recommend)
should
1


when
if
49


which (restrictive)
that
42

PROPOSAL WRITING GUIDELINES

When writing proposals for language change, the following guidelines should be followed to make the project editor's life easier and to provide consistency in how proposals are written.

· Reference the page, the paragraph number, and the title of the main paragraph.  The format is "Page nnn, nn.nn.nn, Paragraph name, …".  


· Put all changes to indexes in proposal items referencing the page and paragraph just as any other changes are made.  Do not list them at the end of the proposal.  For a sub-entry use a colon to separate it from the main entry (line "Data-name: Definition").  Remember all index entries have an initial cap.  An example is "add index entry "Data-name: Definition").

· All that is needed at the end of the proposal is open issues and resolved issues.  The proposal template is available on the J4 web site as standing document S-11.

· All changes to substantive changes and the like should be normal proposal items, with page numbers and so on.

· If there are any questions, see any combined change proposal.

