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1. Introduction to Promissory Notes

a. Definition, Purpose, and Scope of Promissory Notes

A Promissory Note is a written, legally binding document in which one party (the maker) 
promises to pay a specific sum of money to another party (the payee) at a specified time or 
upon demand. Promissory notes are frequently used in personal loans, business loans, real 
estate transactions, and other financial arrangements. The note serves as a formal, negotiable 
instrument recognized under the Uniform Commercial Code (UCC) Article 3, governing 
negotiable instruments in the United States.

b. Legal Framework and Enforceability of Promissory Notes

Promissory notes fall under UCC Article 3, which outlines the rules for creating, endorsing, 
transferring, and enforcing these instruments. The framework ensures that promissory notes 
can be easily transferred between parties and legally enforced in cases of non-payment or 
default. Courts regularly uphold promissory notes as valid contracts, and failure to meet the 
terms can result in legal consequences such as judgments, liens, or garnishments.
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c. Key Parties Involved in Promissory Notes

The key parties involved in a promissory note transaction include:

● Maker: The person or entity that issues the promise to pay.
● Payee: The individual or entity entitled to receive payment under the terms of the note.
● Holder: Any party in possession of the promissory note who has the legal right to 

enforce it, particularly if it has been transferred or endorsed to a new party.

2. Key Legal Definitions and Components of a Promissory Note

a. Maker, Payee, and Holder

● Maker: The issuer of the promissory note, who agrees to pay a specified amount to the 
payee either on demand or by a certain date.

● Payee: The party named in the note to whom payment is promised.
● Holder in Due Course: A holder who has obtained the promissory note for value, in 

good faith, and without knowledge of any defects or defenses. This party has enhanced 
legal rights under UCC § 3-302.

b. Essential Elements of a Valid Promissory Note

For a promissory note to be valid, it must meet the following criteria:

● Unconditional Promise to Pay: The note must contain an unequivocal promise by the 
maker to pay a specified sum.

● Amount and Currency: The note must specify the amount to be paid, usually in a 
specified currency.

● Payee: The note must name or describe the person or entity entitled to receive payment.
● Date and Due Date: The note must indicate either a specific due date or be payable on 

demand.
● Signature of the Maker: The maker must sign the note to authenticate their obligation.

c. Types of Promissory Notes

There are several types of promissory notes, including:

1. Secured Promissory Notes: Backed by collateral (e.g., a home, car, or other assets) 
that the lender can claim if the borrower defaults.

2. Unsecured Promissory Notes: Not backed by collateral, relying solely on the 
borrower’s creditworthiness.

3. Demand Promissory Notes: Payable on demand at any time the lender chooses to 
request payment.

4. Installment Promissory Notes: Require periodic payments over a set period, often 
including interest.
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3. Rights and Obligations Under Promissory Notes

a. Maker’s Obligations and Liability

The maker is obligated to:

● Pay the full amount stated in the promissory note, either on demand or by the due 
date.

● Pay any interest specified in the note.
● Adhere to additional terms outlined in the note, such as penalties for late payments or 

acceleration clauses, which may require immediate payment of the entire balance if the 
maker defaults.

b. Payee’s Rights to Payment and Enforcement

The payee has the right to:

● Receive payment as stipulated in the note.
● Enforce the terms of the note if the maker defaults by pursuing legal action in court.
● Transfer or assign the note to another party, in which case the new holder (or holder in

due course) gains the right to enforce the note.

c. Holder in Due Course and Transferability

Under UCC § 3-302, a Holder in Due Course (HDC) enjoys special protections:

● The HDC is insulated from many defenses the maker might raise, such as claims of 
fraud, provided they acquired the note in good faith and for value.

● Promissory notes are negotiable instruments, meaning they can be transferred or 
endorsed to new holders, who then acquire the same rights as the original payee.

4. Common Violations and Disputes Related to Promissory Notes

Common violations and disputes arising from promissory notes include:

● Failure to pay: The maker defaults by not paying the amount due, either in whole or in 
part.

● Disputed terms: Disagreements over the interpretation of terms, such as the due date, 
interest rates, or penalties.

● Improper transfers or endorsements: Issues can arise if a promissory note is 
transferred improperly, leading to disputes over who holds the legal right to enforce the 
note.

5. Consequences of Proven Violations or Defaults by a Natural Person or 
Entity
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When the maker of a promissory note defaults or violates the terms, the payee or holder can 
take legal action. Consequences include:

a. Judgments for Non-Payment

If the maker defaults, the payee can file a lawsuit to obtain a judgment for the amount owed. 
Once a judgment is obtained, the payee can:

● Garnish wages or bank accounts to recover the debt.
● Place a lien on the maker’s property.
● Seize collateral in cases where the note is secured.

b. Interest and Penalties

Many promissory notes include provisions for late fees, penalty interest rates, or acceleration
clauses, which can increase the total amount owed if the maker defaults.

c. Impact on Creditworthiness

Defaulting on a promissory note can negatively impact the maker’s credit score, as many 
lenders report non-payment to credit bureaus, leading to future difficulties in obtaining credit or 
loans.

6. Advanced Legal Strategies for Enforcing or Challenging Promissory 
Notes

a. Challenging the Validity of a Promissory Note

The maker may challenge the validity of a promissory note if:

● The note was signed under duress.
● Fraudulent terms were added after the maker signed the note.
● The note was not properly executed or witnessed.

b. Defending Against Enforcement by a Holder in Due Course

To challenge enforcement by a Holder in Due Course, the maker must demonstrate:

● Knowledge of defects: That the holder knew the note was defective when they 
acquired it.

● Real defenses, such as incapacity, forgery, or illegal purpose.

c. Enforcing Default Provisions and Securing Collateral

For secured notes, enforcing default provisions can involve:

● Seizing the collateral that secures the note.
● Filing for a court order to repossess the asset, such as real estate or vehicles.
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Advanced Tip: Ensure that collateral is properly secured by reviewing the security agreement 
and state laws regarding repossession and foreclosure.

7. Step-by-Step Guide to Creating, Enforcing, and Defending Against 
Promissory Notes

a. Applying Contract Law Principles to Promissory Notes

Promissory notes function as contracts, and many disputes involving them are resolved using 
contract law principles:

1. Offer and Acceptance: The note constitutes an offer by the maker to pay a specified 
amount, which the payee accepts upon the note’s creation.

2. Consideration: For a promissory note to be enforceable, there must be consideration, 
meaning that the payee provided something of value (e.g., money loaned) in exchange 
for the maker's promise to pay.

3. Breach of Contract: Failure to pay as agreed constitutes a breach of contract, entitling 
the payee to seek remedies.

4. Remedies: Depending on the terms of the promissory note, the payee can seek 
remedies such as payment of the outstanding balance, late fees, penalties, and interest.

b. Determining Breaches and Remedies for Non-Payment

When a breach of the promissory note occurs (i.e., non-payment), the following steps apply:

1. Demand for Payment: The payee should issue a formal demand for payment before 
pursuing legal action. This may include notifying the maker of default and specifying a 
time for remedy.

2. Acceleration of Debt: Many promissory notes include an acceleration clause, 
meaning the entire balance becomes due if the maker fails to make a payment by the 
due date.

3. Legal Action for Default: If the maker does not respond to the demand for payment, 
the payee can file a lawsuit seeking a judgment for the amount owed.

4. Remedies:
○ Monetary damages: The payee can claim the outstanding amount, plus any 

interest, fees, and penalties.
○ Specific performance: In rare cases, a court may order the maker to fulfill 

certain obligations outlined in the note, especially if it involves securing collateral.

Advanced Tip: Include clear provisions for attorney’s fees and collection costs in the 
promissory note. This ensures that, if legal action is required, the payee can recover these 
additional expenses from the maker.

8. Filing Complaints, Seeking Remedies, and Legal Tactics

a. Filing Administrative Complaints

Promissory Notes 5 Updated: 09/22/2024



Although promissory note disputes are generally resolved through civil litigation, there may be 
instances where administrative bodies get involved, particularly if fraudulent activities or banking
violations are associated with the note. In cases of fraud or unfair lending practices:

● Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB): If the promissory note involves unfair
or deceptive lending practices, a complaint can be filed with the CFPB.

● State Attorney General: For matters involving fraud or usurious interest rates, 
complaints can be lodged with the state Attorney General’s office.

b. Civil Litigation for Non-Payment or Breach

If the maker defaults, the payee can file a lawsuit in civil court to recover the amount owed 
under the note. Key legal tactics include:

● Filing a breach of contract claim in the appropriate jurisdiction, typically where the 
maker resides or where the transaction occurred.

● Seeking a court judgment: If successful, the court will issue a judgment ordering the 
maker to pay the amount owed, along with interest, penalties, and potentially attorney’s 
fees.

● Enforcing the judgment: After obtaining a judgment, the payee can take steps to 
enforce it through wage garnishment, bank levies, or property liens.

Strategy: Before filing a lawsuit, consider alternative dispute resolution methods, such as 
mediation or arbitration, which may be faster and less costly than litigation.

c. Negotiating Settlements

In some cases, the maker may be unable to pay the full amount owed under the promissory 
note, leading to the possibility of negotiating a settlement. Settlements may involve:

● Lump-sum payment: The maker may offer to pay a portion of the debt upfront in 
exchange for the payee agreeing to forgive the remainder.

● Modified payment plan: The parties may agree to restructure the payment schedule, 
possibly extending the term or reducing the monthly payments.

● Forgiveness of penalties: The payee may agree to waive late fees or penalties if the 
maker agrees to resume payments.

Advanced Tip: Document all settlement agreements in writing, and have both parties sign the 
document to make it enforceable.

9. USCs, UCC, CFRs, and Other Laws Governing Promissory Notes

a. Relevant U.S. Codes (USCs)

1. 15 U.S.C. § 77aa – Governs securities regulations, including certain financial 
instruments that may involve promissory notes.

2. 28 U.S.C. § 1332 – Federal jurisdiction for diversity of citizenship in cases involving large
promissory note disputes (over $75,000) where the parties are from different states.
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b. Relevant Uniform Commercial Code (UCC) Sections

1. UCC Article 3 – Negotiable Instruments: This is the primary section governing the 
creation, endorsement, and enforcement of promissory notes.

2. UCC § 3-302 – Holder in Due Course protections.
3. UCC § 3-104 – Definitions of negotiable instruments, including promissory notes.
4. UCC § 3-305 – Defenses and claims in recoupment.

c. Relevant Code of Federal Regulations (CFRs)

1. 12 C.F.R. § 226 (Regulation Z) – Governs certain aspects of promissory notes that 
relate to consumer credit and loans, ensuring transparency and fairness in the lending 
process.

2. 12 C.F.R. § 1026 (Truth in Lending Act) – Lenders issuing promissory notes must 
comply with federal disclosure requirements related to interest rates, fees, and 
repayment terms.

d. Related Laws

1. Truth in Lending Act (TILA) – Ensures that consumers entering into promissory note 
agreements receive clear and accurate information about loan terms.

2. Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA) – Applies if the promissory note is in 
default and a third-party debt collector is involved in recovering the amount owed.

3. State Usury Laws – These laws regulate the maximum allowable interest rates on 
promissory notes. Exceeding the legal interest rate may render the note unenforceable 
or subject to penalties.

10. Evidence Checklist, Sample Forms, and Best Practices

a. Sample Promissory Note

markdown

Copy code

PROMISSORY NOTE

[Date]

FOR VALUE RECEIVED, the undersigned, [Maker’s Name], promises to pay 
to the order of [Payee’s Name], the principal sum of [Amount], with 
interest at the rate of [Interest Rate] per annum on the unpaid 
balance, payable in [installments or full on demand], beginning on 
[First Payment Date].
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This note is [secured/unsecured] and is subject to the following 
additional terms:

- [Late Payment Penalties]

- [Acceleration Clause, if applicable]

- [Security Interest in Collateral, if applicable]

In the event of default, the maker agrees to pay all reasonable 
attorney’s fees and costs of collection.

Maker’s Signature: ______________________________

Date: ___________________________

Payee’s Signature (optional): ______________________________

Date: ___________________________

b. Evidence Checklist

● Original promissory note and any endorsements or assignments.
● Copies of payment records, showing the payments made by the maker and any 

missed payments.
● Correspondence between the parties, including demand letters or notifications of 

default.
● Collateral agreements or security agreements, if the note is secured.
● Legal filings: Any court documents filed in connection with enforcing or defending 

against the promissory note.

c. Best Practices for Asserting Rights and Enforcing Promissory Notes

1. Create Clear Terms: When drafting a promissory note, ensure that all terms are clear 
and unambiguous, including the amount, interest rate, payment schedule, and any 
penalties for late payment.

2. Document All Communications: Keep written records of any communications between
the maker and payee, especially concerning payment defaults or disputes.
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3. Consider Secured Notes: If the loan amount is significant, consider securing the 
promissory note with collateral to increase the likelihood of recovery in case of default.

4. Use Witnesses or Notarization: While not always legally required, having the note 
witnessed or notarized can help prevent disputes about the authenticity of signatures or 
terms.

5. Review Applicable Laws: Before issuing or accepting a promissory note, review local 
laws, including state usury laws and any regulations governing interest rates and debt 
collection.

Conclusion

Promissory notes are widely used financial instruments that provide a legally binding method of 
documenting loan agreements and payment obligations. Whether you are the maker or payee, 
understanding the legal framework, key rights, and potential risks involved in promissory notes 
is essential for protecting your interests.

Key Takeaways:

1. Create Enforceable Promissory Notes: Ensure that promissory notes contain clear 
terms and meet the legal requirements of a negotiable instrument under UCC Article 3.

2. Rights of the Payee and Holder: The payee or holder has the right to enforce the note, 
demand payment, and seek legal remedies if the maker defaults.

3. Default and Remedies: In the event of non-payment, the payee can pursue legal action 
to recover the debt, including obtaining a judgment and enforcing that judgment through 
garnishments or liens.

4. Advanced Legal Strategies: Use contract law principles and UCC protections to either 
enforce promissory notes or defend against claims, especially when dealing with 
complex issues such as fraud or improper transfers.

5. Prevent Disputes and Ensure Compliance: Draft clear, enforceable notes, document 
all transactions and communications, and ensure that all applicable legal requirements 
are met to avoid disputes and ensure compliance with both federal and state laws.

By following the strategies outlined in this packet, both makers and payees of 
promissory notes can better understand their rights and obligations, minimize the risk of 
disputes, and ensure that their financial agreements are legally enforceable. Proper 
drafting, clear documentation, and awareness of the legal framework governing 
promissory notes are key to successfully managing these financial instruments.
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