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Martha’s case involves three different questions about whether legally binding contracts were made. She needs to find out if she has a binding agreement with Mario from Sol Red, with Jonathan from Yellow Building Company, and whether Mary can claim a £200 reward for returning her missing cat, Midnight. To answer these questions, the basic rules of English contract law need to be used. A contract is legally binding when there is a clear offer, acceptance of that offer, consideration, and an intention to create legal relations (Poole, 2020) (McKendrick, 2023). In other words, one person must make a definite promise, the other must agree to it, both sides must give or promise something of value, and both must intend for the agreement to be legally binding (McKendrick, 2023). This assignment will look at each situation one by one, using these four main rules of contract law to decide whether a legally binding contract exists and what Martha’s legal position is in each case.

English contract law is designed to make agreements fair and reliable. The rules about offer, acceptance, consideration, and intention make sure both sides understand what they are agreeing to and what is expected of them. Without these rules, people might be bound to agreements they never clearly agreed to or where nothing of value was exchanged. Court decisions over time have helped develop these rules by showing how the law is applied in real situations (Poole, 2020) (McKendrick, 2023). For example, the cases of Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co (1893) and R v Clarke (1927) show how unilateral contracts operate and why a person must know about an offer before a contract can be formed. Other cases, like Adams v Lindsell (1818) and Entores Ltd v Miles Far East Corporation (1955), show how acceptance works depending on the method of communication, such as by post or email, so people can understand exactly when a contract is legally made. The law also treats business agreements differently from social or family promises, as seen in Balfour v Balfour (1919). It assumes that business deals are intended to be legally binding, while social agreements usually are not. By following these rules, English contract law provides a clear system that protects both parties, encourages honesty during negotiations, and gives ways to get a remedy if one side does not keep their promise (McKendrick, 2023). This system is what allows the law to clearly decide Martha’s position in each of the three situations.


Courts look at these four elements to decide whether a contract has been made. Several important cases explain how these rules work. In Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co (1893), the court held that an offer can be made to the public and becomes binding when someone does what the offer asks them to do (Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co, 1893). Adams v Lindsell (1818) set out the postal rule, which says that acceptance is effective as soon as a letter is posted, even if the person who made the offer never receives it. Entores Ltd v Miles Far East Corporation (1955) decided that for instant forms of communication, such as email or telephone, acceptance only happens when the other person receives it (Entores Ltd v Miles Far East Corporation, 1955). Balfour v Balfour (1919) explained that agreements between family members usually are not legally binding because they do not intend to create a contract (Balfour v Balfour, 1919). These cases help show how the rules apply to Martha’s situations.
An offer is a clear statement showing that a person is ready to be legally bound if the other person agrees to it. The offer becomes binding once it is accepted (McKendrick, 2023). This is different from an invitation to treat, which is not a real offer but a way of inviting others to make offers. In Harvey v Facey (1893), the court said that just giving a price does not count as an offer to sell, it is only giving information (Harvey v Facey, 1893).

In the first situation, Mario went to the hotel and later sent Martha an email saying the renovation would cost £17,000, not including materials. The question is whether this email counts as an offer that Martha could accept. Usually, a price quote is seen as an invitation to treat, which means it is not an offer that can be accepted right away (Poole, 2020). But if the quote is very clear, includes all the details, and shows that the person wants to be legally bound if it is accepted, it can be treated as an offer. Unlike in Harvey v Facey, Mario’s quote came after he had inspected the hotel and was sent directly to Martha, so it is more likely that the court would see it as a real offer (Poole, 2020).
Acceptance happens when the person who gets the offer agrees to it exactly as it was made, without changing anything, and lets the person who made the offer know (McKendrick, 2023). In Hyde v Wrench (1840), the court decided that if someone changes the terms of an offer, it counts as a counteroffer, not acceptance. This means no contract exists unless the original offer is accepted exactly as it was made (Hyde v Wrench, 1840).

Martha replied to Mario’s email by saying she was “considering working” with him and would “look at other quotes and get back.” These words do not count as definite acceptance because they show she had not made a final decision. Acceptance must be clear and unconditional and simply staying silent does not count as acceptance. In Felthouse v Bindley (1862), the court said a person cannot be forced into a contract just because they did not reply (Felthouse v Bindley, 1862). Since Martha never sent a clear “yes,” no acceptance happened, so no contract was formed. Because email is a form of instant communication, the rule from Entores Ltd v Miles Far East Corporation (1955) applies, meaning acceptance only happens when it is received. Martha did not send clear acceptance, so no contract exists (Entores Ltd v Miles Far East Corporation, 1955).
Consideration is an important part of a contract, meaning that both sides must give and promise something of value. Currie v Misa (1875) explained that this could be a benefit to one side or a responsibility or burden taken on by the other (Currie v Misa, 1875). If there had been a contract between Martha and Mario, his promise to carry out the renovation in exchange for payment would count as valid consideration. But because no acceptance took place, no contract was formed, so there is no enforceable consideration.

Intention to create a legal agreement is also needed. In business deals, the law usually assumes that both sides want a legally binding contract, as shown in Balfour v Balfour (1919) (Balfour v Balfour, 1919). Martha’s situation was a commercial renovation project, so this assumption applies. However, just intending to create a contract is not enough, there must also be a clear offer and clear acceptance. Since Martha did not accept Mario’s quote, no contract was formed, and Mario cannot claim that she broke a contract (McKendrick, 2023).
The second situation is about Jonathan from Yellow Building Company. He sent a letter quoting £16,000 for the work, including labour and materials. This counts as a valid offer because the terms were clear and specific (Poole, 2020). The question is whether a contract exists even though Jonathan never received Martha’s acceptance letter. The postal rule from Adams v Lindsell (1818) says that acceptance is complete as soon as the letter is posted, if posting is a reasonable way to reply (Adams v Lindsell, 1818). Household Fire Insurance Co v Grant (1879) confirmed that a contract can still exist even if the acceptance letter never reaches the offeror (Household Fire Insurance Co v Grant, 1879).

Jonathan sent his offer by post, so it was reasonable for Martha to reply in the same way. She posted her acceptance on 16 January. Under the postal rule, the acceptance was effective as soon as it was posted (Adams v Lindsell, 1818). The fact that Jonathan never received the letter does not stop a contract from existing. The postal rule does not apply to instant communication or if the person making the offer asks for receipt, but there is no such requirement here (Poole, 2020). There was a clear exchange of promises: Martha agreed to pay £16,000, and Jonathan agreed to carry out the renovation, which counts as valid consideration (Poole, 2020).
Since this was a business agreement, the law assumes that both parties intended to create a legally binding contract, as shown in Balfour v Balfour (1919) (Balfour v Balfour, 1919). There is no evidence to suggest this assumption is wrong. This means a legally binding contract existed from the moment Martha posted her acceptance letter. Jonathan’s failure to show up on 27 January is a breach of that contract. Martha can claim damages to put her in the position she would have been in if the contract had been completed, following Robinson v Harman (1848) (Robinson v Harman, 1848). This could include any extra costs for hiring another contractor. The contract is valid under the postal rule, and Jonathan’s failure to perform counts as a breach (McKendrick, 2023).
The third situation is about the £200 reward for returning Martha’s cat, Midnight. Martha put up posters offering this reward. Rewards like this are called unilateral contracts, where one person promises to pay anyone who completes a specific task. In Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co (1893), the court said a unilateral offer becomes binding once someone does what the offer asks (Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co, 1893). Martha’s poster is an offer to anyone who returns her cat.

For unilateral contracts, the person performing the act must know about the offer. R v Clarke (1927) confirmed that someone cannot claim a reward if they did not know about it when doing the task (R v Clarke, 1927). Mary returned the cat without seeing the poster and only found out about the reward afterward. Because she did not know about the offer, she cannot legally accept it. If she had known, returning the cat would have counted as valid consideration (Carlill v Carbolic Smoke Ball Co, 1893). Even though Martha intended to make a legally binding promise, Mary’s lack of knowledge means no contract was formed. She cannot claim the £200 reward (McKendrick, 2023).
In conclusion, looking at offer, acceptance, consideration, and intention leads to different results in each situation. First, there is no contract between Martha and Mario because she never clearly accepted his quote (McKendrick, 2023). Second, a valid contract was formed with Jonathan when Martha posted her acceptance letter, and his failure to carry out the work counts as a breach (Adams v Lindsell, 1818; Household Fire Insurance Co v Grant, 1879). Third, even though Martha’s poster was a unilateral offer, Mary cannot claim the reward because she did not know about it when she returned the cat (R v Clarke, 1927). Therefore, Martha is not responsible to Mario, can act against Jonathan for breach, and does not have to pay Mary the £200 reward.

These examples show that English contract law helps make agreements fair by requiring a clear agreement and an exchange of something valuable. Acceptance must be definite, knowing about an offer is important for unilateral contracts, and the way people communicate affects when a contract is formed. Business agreements are usually legally binding, while agreements between friends or family often are not. Cases like Carlill, Adams, Entores, Balfour, and Felthouse show these rules and help explain how they work in real situations (Poole, 2020) (McKendrick, 2023).
When looking at the three situations, being clear, communicating properly, knowing about offers, and intending to create a contract all affect whether a legally binding agreement exists. These rules help make the law predictable and fair, so people can understand their legal rights and responsibilities. English contract law is based on offer, acceptance, consideration, and the intention to create legal relations, which gives a clear system for solving disputes (Poole, 2020) (McKendrick, 2023).
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