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Report Writing

By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—Using Sentence 
Measurements to Improve Clarity

On the screen in front of you is the fourth 
draft of your latest report. Despite your 
efforts, you have the troubling sense that the 
writing is not as crisp and clear as it could 
be. In fact, every time you read the report, 
you feel you need to change something. You 
wonder if there isn’t some objective way to 
assess the clarity of your own writing.

This column will explore four objective 
measurements of sentence clarity: 
sentence length, subject-to-verb distance, 
length of introductory elements, and 
number of prepositional phrases in a row. 
These measurements have the potential 
to enhance your writing demonstrably, to 
smooth out the reading, and to enable you 
to present information and ideas more 
clearly.

Can You Really Measure Writing 
Quality?

The answer is “yes”…and “no.” 
Measurements alone cannot guarantee 
clear writing. Effective message 
placement, logical organization, and 
coherence—these are the foundations of 
clear writing. Absent these characteristics, 
revisions based on objective 
measurements will clear up the writing 
only on a superfi cial level.

However, decades of research have shown 
that sentence-level measurements do reveal 
impediments to clarity. As such, these 
measurements are useful tools for polishing 
writing that is already sound in its message 
delivery, organization and coherence.

What Makes These Measurements 
Worthwhile?

In two words: syntax and processing.

Syntax is defi ned as “the patterns of 
formation of sentences and phrases 
from words.” (www.dictionary.reference.
com accessed January 26, 2009). In short, 
this means the way we put words 
together—following the “rules” of 
a language—to form sentences. The 
syntax of English includes the essential 
relationship of subjects to verbs as well as 
the relationships of all types of modifi ers 
to what they modify. Consider two 
sentences, one that uses intact English 
syntax and one that does not:

Syntax intact: He wrote the report using 
the updated data that the audit customer 
provided.

Syntax not intact: He that the audit 
customer using updated provided the 
data wrote the report.

When the syntax is not intact, we cannot 
make sense of the sentence. In particular, 
we cannot correctly relate the subjects 
to their verbs (in the example, “he” and 
“wrote” as well as “audit customer” and 
“provided”). We also cannot relate the 
modifi ers to the ideas they modify (in the 
example, “updated” to “data”).

Processing refers to how the reader 
makes sense of information as he or she 
is reading. Intact syntax gets the reader 
partway there. However, the syntax may 

be intact but strained, that is, the reader 
may be forced to hold the syntactical 
structure in mind for too long before 
the relationships are clear. Here is our 
example sentence again, this time with the 
syntax intact but strained:

Syntax strained: Using the updated data 
that the audit customer provided, he 
wrote the report.

In this case, the reader has to hold onto 
the phrase “using the updated data that 
the audit customer provided” for a long 
time before the “user” of the data is 
revealed (“he”).

It’s these types of strains that our four 
measurements aim to expose.

Sentence Length

Sentence length affects processing. Long 
sentences introduce so many syntactical 
components that the reader’s memory is 
taxed and processing slows down.

The recommended average sentence 
length for technical documents ranges 
from 15 to 20 words. Within that range, 
the appropriate sentence length for any 
particular document depends on the 
characteristics of the target audience. 
Specifi cally, these factors should guide 
your decision about sentence length:

The target audience’s level of •	
understanding: The sentences need to 
be shorter when the audience is less 
familiar the subject.

The target audience’s familiarity •	
with the terms: The sentences need 
to be shorter when the audience is 
unfamiliar with the terms.

The target audience’s attitude: The •	
sentences need to be shorter when 
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the audience has a more negative 
attitude about the messages.

The level of distraction in the reading •	
environment: The sentences need 
to be shorter when the reading 
environment is physically or 
psychologically distracting.

Sentence length is easy to measure: you 
count the words in the sentence. (And yes, 
you count every word, even “the, “a,” 
and “an.”) Your word processor has a tool 
for counting the words in an individual 
sentence and for computing the average 
sentence length for a document section 
or for an entire document. (Check the 
“Help” system if you are not sure how to 
use this feature.)

Notice that we are focused on average 
sentence length; we are not focused on 
any “grade level” measurement that your 
word processor may offer. Such grade-
level measurements were created to assess 
school textbooks, and their use for other 
types of documents is controversial and 
unsupported by research. You would be 
mistaken to assume, for example, that a 
grade level of 16 means that the writing 
will be read easily by every reader with 
four or more years of college.

The simplest strategy for managing 
sentence length is to break long sentences 
into their component parts, as shown in 
Example One.

Example One Original Version: Average 
Sentence Length = 33.5 words

The Durable Medical Equipment (DME) 
SuperTrack System tracks the complete 
history of deliveries, pickups and repairs 
of rental equipment and tracks the party 
to whom equipment has been rented 
and billed, enabling the department to 
account for all rental equipment assigned 
to the customer with billing activities. The 
system generates key reports on DME 
equipment location and status, rental 
agreements and delivery and billing 
status and history.

Example One Revision: Average Sentence 
Length = 14.6 words

The Durable Medical Equipment (DME) 
SuperTrack System tracks the complete 
history of rental equipment. Included are 
deliveries, pickups and repairs. It also 
tracks the party to whom equipment has 
been rented and billed. Thus, the system 

enables the department to account for 
all rental equipment assigned to the 
customer along with billing activities. 
The system also generates key reports 
on DME location and status, rental 
agreements, and delivery and billing 
status and history.

Example Two shows two other strategies 
for managing sentence length. First, the 
revision uses a semicolon to link two 
related ideas. Second, the revision uses 
bullets to break out some details. Both of 
these strategies have the same effect on 
readability as making separate sentences.

Example Two Original Version: Average 
Sentence Length = 29 words

The Shared Service Center (SSC) was 
established in September 2008 to assume 
responsibility for various financial, 
accounting and treasury functions 
that had previously been performed 
by individual hospitals. The Accounts 
Payable (AP) department, within the 
SSC, is responsible for processing all 
disbursements and utilizes SeeClear to 
image and store invoices and PromptPay 
to account for and pay invoices.

Example Two Revision: Average Sentence 
Length = 10.5 words (counting the sentence 
with the semicolon as two sentences, and 
counting the bullets as separate sentences) 

The Shared Service Center (SSC) was 
established in September 2008 to assume 
responsibility for various financial, 
accounting and treasury functions; these 
functions had previously been performed 
by individual hospitals. The Accounts 
Payable (AP) department, within the 
SSC, is responsible for processing all 
disbursements. AP utilizes two core 
systems:

SeeClear to image and store invoices•	

PromptPay to account for and pay •	
invoices

Subject-to-Verb Distance

Subjects and verbs want to be close 
to each other. How close? Research 
suggests that no more than eight words 
should separate a subject from its verb. 
Maintaining such a reasonable distance 
takes the strain off the syntax.

The strategy shown in Example Three is 
to simply pick up the verb phrase (“were 
not being enforced”) and place it next to 

the subject (“the procedures”). The rest of 
the sentence then falls into place.

Example Three Original Version: Distance 
between Subject and Verb = 10 words

The procedures for controlling access to 
the secure laboratory and archive areas 
were not being enforced.

Example Three Revision: Distance between 
Subject and Verb = 0 words

The procedures were not being enforced 
for controlling access to the secure 
laboratory and archive areas.

Sometime, simply moving the verb will 
not work to get the subject and verb 
closer together. The strategy in Example 
Four is to remove the words between the 
subject (“materials”) and the verb (“are 
managed”), creating a separate sentence 
with those intervening words.

Example Four Original Version: Distance 
between Subject and Verb = 17 words

Materials used in clinical trials, 
including drugs, vaccines and non-
trial medication supplies as well as 
required documentation templates, are 
managed by a dedicated group within 
the hospital.

Example Four Revision: Distance between 
Subject and Verb = 4 words

Materials used in clinical trials are 
managed by a dedicated group 
within the hospital. These materials 
include drugs, vaccines, and non-trial 
medication supplies as well as required 
documentation templates.

Length of Introductory Elements

An introductory element comprises 
anything that precedes the main part 
of a sentence. In grammatical terms, 
an introductory element may be an 
introductory word (not a problem for 
our current discussion), a phrase, or a 
subordinate (dependent) clause. If these 
grammatical terms are daunting, just 
ask yourself where the main idea of the 
sentence begins: what precedes that main 
idea is likely an introductory element. 
Also, you will usually find a comma 
between the introductory element and the 
main part of the sentence.

The same metric that applied to 
subject-to-verb distance applies here: 
no more than eight words. Again, the 
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measurement aims to avoid straining the 
syntax.

Example Five shows two revision 
strategies. The first revision picks up 
the introductory element and moves it 
to follow the main part of the sentence, 
altering it just slightly. The second 
revision shapes the words in the 
introductory element into a separate 
sentence.

Example Five: Length of Introductory 
Element = 18 words 

Although significant gains in wellness-
program attendance were recorded 
in November (with 81% attendance) 
and December (with 75% attendance), 
attendance averaged only 68% for the 
year.

Example Five Revision A: No Introductory 
Element

Wellness-program attendance averaged 
only 68% for the year even though 
significant gains in attendance were 
recorded in November (with 81% 
attendance) and December (with 75% 
attendance).

Example Five Revision B: No Introductory 
Element

Significant gains in wellness-program 
attendance were recorded in November 
(with 81% attendance) and December 
(with 75% attendance). However, 
attendance averaged only 68% for the 
year.

Number of Prepositional Phrases in 
a Row

First, a definition: Prepositions are words 
that point out the relationship of one 
idea to another. They show physical or 
abstract “position.” Examples include 
after, before, by, for, from, of, through, with, 
and many more. Another commonly used 
preposition is to. However, to also can be 

part of what we call the “infinitive” form 
of verbs: to report, to explain, etc. In that 
case, to is not a preposition.

Prepositions introduce prepositional 
phrases. These are often quite short and 
are always modifiers of some other idea. 
The underlined phrases in the following 
sentence are prepositional phrases: 
During Q1 2009, departments began 
implementing procedures for reducing 
incidents of medical errors.

Syntax is strained when four or more 
prepositional phrases occur in a row. The 
reader must strain to remember how the 
phrases relate to the ideas they modify. 
Furthermore, such sentences sound 
“choppy.”

The strategy in Example Six is to convert 
some of the phrases into direct modifiers.

Example Six Original Version: Prepositional 
Phrases in a Row = 5 phrases

Weaknesses in the process led to 
variations in how outcomes of critical 
events were documented in the database.

Example Six Revision: Prepositional Phrases 
in a Row = 3 phrases

Process weaknesses led to variations 
in how critical-event outcomes were 
documented in the database.

Putting It All Together

The advantage of using these 
measurements is their objectivity. They 
are outside of “style” or “preference.” You 
may apply them to your own writing, or 
you may use them to help other writers 
improve their writing.

Here is a final example—Example 
Seven—that addresses all four 
measurements. The result demonstrates 
their power.

Example Seven Original Version

The One-Day-Surgery Patient Handbook 
provides guidance to patients admitted 
to the Surgery Center for procedures 
requiring a stay of less than 24 hours. 
The Handbook, published on an 
annual basis by the Customer-Relations 
Department with review by physicians 
and nurses, covers issues such as 
the surgery-center staff, facilities, 
visitors, privacy and patients’ rights. 
Depending on the type of surgery for 
which the patient has been admitted 
and the preference of the physician, the 
Handbook may be supplemented with 
an information sheet covering specific 
issues related to the treatment of the 
patient.

Example Seven Revision

The One-Day-Surgery Patient Handbook 
provides guidance to Surgery-Center 
patients admitted for procedures requiring 
a less-than-24-hour stay. The Handbook 
covers issues such as the surgery-center 
staff, facilities, visitors, privacy and 
patients’ rights. It is published annually 
by the Customer-Relations Department 
and reviewed by nurses and physicians. 
A supplemental information sheet may be 
provided on issues specific to the patient’s 
treatment. Such a supplement is included 
depending on the type of surgery and the 
physician’s preference.

So, next time you are struggling for some 
objectivity, remember to try counting your 
way to clearer sentences. 
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A business that makes nothing but money is a poor kind of business. 
~Henry Ford


