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1.

Introduction

style: 1b. the shadow-producing pin of a sundial.
2c. -the custom or plan followed in spelling,
capitalization, punctuation, and typographic
arrangement and display.

—Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary

The syntax of a programming language tells you what code it is
possible to write—what machines will understand. Style tells
you what you ought to write—what humans reading the code
will understand. Code written with a consistent, simple style is
maintainable, robust, and contains fewer bugs. Code written
with no regard to style contains more bugs, and may simply
be thrown away and rewritten rather than maintained.

Attending to style is particularly important when developing
as a team. Consistent style facilitates communication, because
it enables team members to read and understand each other’s
work more easily. In our experience, the value of consistent
programming style grows exponentially with the number of
people working with the code.

Our favorite style guides are classics: Strunk and White’s The
Elements of Style4 and Kernighan and Plauger’s The Elements
of Programming Style.5 These small books work because they

4 William Strunk, Jr., and E. B. White. The Elements of Style, Fourth Edition.
(Allyn & Bacon, 2000).
5 Brian Kernighan, and P. J. Plauger. The Elements of Programming Style. (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1988).

1
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2 THE ELEMENTS OF C++ STYLE

are simple: a list of rules, each containing a brief explanation
and examples of correct, and sometimes incorrect, use. We fol-
lowed the same pattern in this book. This simple treatment—a
series of rules—enabled us to keep this book short and easy to
understand.

Some of the advice that you read here may seem obvious to
you, particularly if you’ve been writing code for a long time.
Others may disagree with some of our specific suggestions
about formatting or indentation. What we’ve tried to do here
is distill many decades of experience into an easily accessible
set of heuristics that encourage consistent coding practice (and
hopefully help you avoid some C++ traps along the way). The
idea is to provide a clear standard to follow so programmers can
spend their time on solving the problems of their customers
instead of worrying about things like naming conventions and
formatting.

Disclaimer
We have dramatically simplified the code samples used in
this book to highlight the concepts related to a particular
rule. In many cases, these code fragments do not conform to
conventions described elsewhere in this book—they lack real
documentation and fail to meet certain minimum declara-
tive requirements. Do not treat these fragments as definitive
examples of real code!
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