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By Sally F. Cutler

A Few Good Words—
Writing Effective Paragraphs

Report Writing

You’re reviewing a report written by a 
colleague. He’s asked you to provide 
some feedback. You’re fi nding the writing 
dense and diffi cult to follow. Most of the 
paragraphs are long, and your attention 
keeps wandering. In fact, you’re tempted 
to skip some of the denser parts. You’re 
also having trouble sorting out how 
the ideas relate to each other, and this 
problem is compounding your diffi culty. 
You really don’t know where to start with 
your feedback.

This column describes and illustrates the 
characteristics of effective paragraphs. 
Included are examples demonstrating 
how poorly-constructed paragraphs 
impede understanding; also included are 
revisions showing how to solve common 
paragraphing problems.

Paragraphs as Units of Thought
Think of a paragraph as a unit of thought: 
a self-contained, visual indicator of a 
message and its supporting information. 
This principle—that a paragraph is a unit 
of thought—guides everything you need 
to know to write effective paragraphs. 
Namely, a paragraph needs to have three 
characteristics: unity, development, and 
coherence.

Unity
The fi rst characteristic of effective 
paragraphs is unity. A unifi ed paragraph 
delivers one main message. In a 
report, this message should have clear 
boundaries. That is, the paragraph should 
be based neither on a general topic nor on 

a collection of related topics. Rather, the 
paragraph should be based on a targeted 
message—a message that can, in fact, be 
compressed into a single sentence.

Here are examples of paragraphs that 
are not unifi ed; each is followed by an 
analysis and a suggested revision.

Example: Flawed Unity

We found inappropriate reimbursement 
for Continuing Medical Education 
(CME) expenses. For 4 of 20 physicians 
reviewed, memberships and dues 
had been reimbursed even though 
such expenses were not provided for 
in the physicians’ contracts. These 
expenses caused these 4 physicians’ 
CME allowances to be exceeded by a 
total of approximately $5,200. Contracts 
for another 3 of the 20 physicians did 
not specify any CME reimbursement; 
however, over a two-year period, 
approximately $21,000 was reimbursed 
for CME, also including memberships 
and dues. These inappropriate CME 
reimbursements appear to result from 
the account managers’ inconsistent 
understandings of allowable CME 
expenses. Interviews with the six 
account managers demonstrated 
varying interpretations of contract 
obligations and of defi nitions for 
allowable CME. Further, account 
managers stated that they were unclear 
about what documentation was needed 
to support CME reimbursement.

Analysis: In this paragraph, the writer 
has merged two distinct ideas: that 
the auditors found inappropriate 
CME reimbursement and that 
the cause of the problem was the 
account managers’ inconsistent 
understandings. The paragraph 
revision in this case is as easy as 
hitting the “enter” key: the paragraph 
simply needs to be divided.

Suggested Revision

We found inappropriate reimbursement 
for Continuing Medical Education 
(CME) expenses. For 4 of 20 physicians 
reviewed, memberships and dues 
had been reimbursed even though 
such expenses were not provided for 
in the physicians’ contracts. These 
expenses caused these 4 physicians’ 
CME allowances to be exceeded by a 
total of approximately $5,200. Contracts 
for another 3 of the 20 physicians did 
not specify any CME reimbursement; 
however, over a two-year period, 
approximately $21,000 was reimbursed 
for CME, also including memberships 
and dues.

These inappropriate CME 
reimbursements appear to result from 
the account managers’ inconsistent 
understandings of allowable CME 
expenses. Interviews with the six 
account managers demonstrated 
varying interpretations of contract 
obligations and of defi nitions for 
allowable CME. Further, account 
managers stated that they were unclear 
about what documentation was needed 
to support CME reimbursement.

Example: Flawed Unity

Most of the school principals 
interviewed (95%) indicated that they 
had provided low-performing teachers 
with development and mentoring to 
improve their students’ success on 
standardized tests. However, none of 
the low-performing teachers in the 
sample population improved test scores 
between 20xx and 20xx. Test scores 
remained at least 25% below State 
targets. (See Appendix A for detailed 
tests scores.) Mentoring approaches 
within the sample population have 
included pairing the low-performing 
teachers with high-performing teachers. 

A paragraph is a 
unit of thought.
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Also included have been in-service 
workshops for all teachers, with these 
workshops targeted on ways to raise 
test scores. One principal stated that the 
low-performing teachers did not seem 
to be motivated to meet State test-score 
targets. This principal noted that some 
teachers who work with disadvantaged 
populations “unfortunately assume 
that nothing can be done [to improve 
their students’ scores].” Another 
principal stated that there would be no 
improvement until “performance-based 
measures impact teacher retention and 
compensation.” 

Analysis: In this paragraph, the writer 
presents us with a more complex 
unity problem. Specifically, the writer 
has intermixed three ideas: that 
development and mentoring have 
been provided to low-performing 
teachers, that low-performing teachers 
have not improved test scores, and 
that principals attribute the lack of 
improvement to lack of motivation. 
The revision, thus, requires more than 
division; it requires a full rewrite.

Suggested Revision

Most of the school principals 
interviewed (95%) indicated that they 
had provided low-performing teachers 
with development and mentoring 
to improve their students’ success 
on standardized tests. Development 
within the sample population of low-
performing teachers included in-service 
workshops for all teachers; these 
workshops were targeted on ways to 
raise test scores. Mentoring within the 
sample population involved pairing the 
low-performing teachers with high-
performing teachers.

However, despite these efforts, none 
of the low-performing teachers in the 
sample population improved test scores 
between 20xx and 20xx. Test scores 
remained at least 25% below State targets. 
(See Appendix A for detailed tests scores.)

Principals generally felt that lack of 
motivation—of one sort or another—
accounted for the lack of improvement. 
For example, one principal stated that 
the low-performing teachers did not 
seem to be motivated to meet test-score 
targets. This principal noted that some 
teachers who work with disadvantaged 
populations “unfortunately assume 
that nothing can be done [to improve 
their students’ scores].” Another 
principal stated that there would be no 
improvement until “performance-based 
measures impact teacher retention and 
compensation.” 

Topic Sentences to Improve Unity
An essential tool for achieving paragraph 
unity is what we call a “topic sentence.” 
In report writing, this sentence should be 
the first sentence of the paragraph, and 
it should deliver the message. Skillful 
writers also use the topic sentence to 
clue the reader in on the paragraph’s key 
terms and its organization.

Example: Flawed Topic Sentence

Corporate Directive 23-09: Access 
Security requires the Information 
Technology department (IT) to maintain 
up-to-date records of personnel with 
various levels of access authority. The 
guideline associated with this Directive 
recommends bi-monthly updates. This 
Directive also requires IT to periodically 
test compliance with password-change 

guidelines. We found that IT records 
have not been updated for 12 months. 
We also found that IT had not tested 
password-change guidelines since the 
Directive was issued, in 20xx.

Suggested Revision

Notice that the implied message is now 
stated directly: IT is out of compliance 
with the Corporate Directive. Notice also 
that the topic sentence indicates how the 
paragraph will be organized, namely, by 
comparing the findings to two criteria.

The Information Technology 
department (IT) is out of compliance 
in two ways with Corporate Directive 
23-09: Access Security: records 
maintenance and password-change 
testing. The Directive requires IT 
to maintain up-to-date records of 
personnel with various levels of access 
authority; the guideline associated 
with this Directive recommends 
bi-monthly updates. However, we 
found that IT records have not been 
updated for 12 months. Also, the 
Directive requires IT to periodically 
test compliance with password-change 
guidelines. However, we found that 
IT had not tested password-change 
guidelines since the Directive was 
issued, in 20xx.

Well-written topic sentences help you not 
only to develop unity, but also to ease the 
reading. Specifically, such topic sentences 
enable readers to scan a document, 
diving deeper when they need to and 
by-passing information not relevant to 
them. (Headings and sub-headings also 
are useful in this regard.) Think of a well-
written topic sentence like an exit sign on 
the highway. As the reader approaches, 
he or she decides either to “get off the 
highway” and explore the message or to 
keep going, watching for the next possible 
exit.

Development
The second characteristic of effective 
paragraphs is development. To develop 
the main message, the writer may 
use supporting details, explanations, 
examples, and so forth.

The paragraph’s main message will call 
for a particular type of development. For 
example, if the main message presents 
an audit criterion, the development 
likely will be through explanation. If the 
main message is a summary statement, 
the development likely will supply 
supporting details or examples.
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Think about the topic sentence raising a 
logical question in the reader’s mind—a 
question that the rest of the paragraph 
answers. In each of the following 
examples, the parenthetical question or 
questions indicate what we would expect 
the reader to ask.

Example: Effective Development 
through Explanation
HR 304-78-02: Diversity Targets 
specifies certain corporate requirements 
during the hiring process. (What are 
these requirements?) Specifically, it 
explains what questions may and may 
not be asked of prospective employees 
regarding their race, ethnicity, age, 
marital status, and sexual preference.

Example: Effective Development 
through Supporting Details
Procurement at Facility A has 
placed the organization at financial 
risk because duties have not been 
adequately separated between the 
vendor-assessment and the vendor-
approval processes. (What duties are 
not separated, and what are the risks?) 
In particular, one individual has the 
ability to enter vendor-assessment 
information into the vendor master 
file and also to approve vendors. This 
lack of separation of duties could result 
in the manipulation of the vendor-
assessment process and the subsequent 
selection of inappropriate vendors.

Example: Effective Development 
through Examples
Building security was not maintained 
during the audit review period. (In 
what ways was building security 
not maintained?) For example, the 
side door and adjacent ground-level 
windows on the building’s west side 
were found to be unlocked. Also, 
employees were seen “tailgating” 
through the badge-reader-access main 
door.

Coherence
The third characteristic of effective 
paragraphs is coherence. To “cohere” 
is to stick together, and paragraph 
coherence is the way the sentences in 
the paragraph stick to each other. Many 
writers refer to coherence as the “flow” 
of the paragraph.

Skilled writers ensure that every sentence 
coheres in some way to something else 
in the paragraph. They do so by using 

transitional words and phrases, consistent 
terminology, and pronouns.

Transitional Words and Phrases
Transitional words and phrases overtly 
indicate the relationships between ideas. 
These relationships include specification, 
comparison, sequencing, illustration, 
and so forth. Each transition serves for a 
particular relationship.

Here are some transitions commonly used 
in reports:

• To specify: specifically, in particular, 
that is (Avoid the Latin abbreviation 
“i.e.” as many readers confuse it with 
“e.g.”)

• To compare: however, but, although, 
in contrast, nevertheless, despite

• To indicate a sequence: also; in 
addition; and; first, second, third… 

• To indicate a time sequence: first, 
second, third…; next; later; before; 
since; subsequently (Be careful 
with “since” as it can indicate a 
causal rather than a chronological 
relationship, and be careful not 
to confuse “subsequently” with 
“consequently.”)

• To illustrate: for instance, for example 
(Avoid the Latin abbreviation “e.g.” 
as many readers confuse it with 
“i.e.”)

• To relate a cause to an effect: as 
a result, thus, therefore, hence, 
consequently (Be careful not to 
confuse “consequently” with 
“subsequently.”)

• To relate an effect to a cause: because, 
as a result of, since (Be careful 
with “since” as it can indicate a 
chronological rather than causal 
relationship.) 

Example: No Transitions

The Medicare rules for allowable 
outpatient observation services have 
not changed. The reimbursement 
requirements for such services have 
changed. Outpatient observation is 
an alternative to inpatient admission. 
The rules for such services require 

logical decisions to ensure patients are 
appropriately categorized. Observation 
services were reimbursed only 
through OPPS payments. Separate 
reimbursement is allowed provided 
that certain criteria are met. The patient 
must have been admitted for one of 
the specified diagnoses. The outpatient 
observation services must be for a 
minimum of 8 hours.

Suggested Revision

The Medicare rules for allowable 
outpatient observation services have 
not changed, but the reimbursement 
requirements for such services 
have changed. That is, outpatient 
observation is still an alternative to 
inpatient admission, and the rules for 
such services require logical decisions 
to ensure patients are appropriately 
categorized. Previously, observation 
services were reimbursed only 
through OPPS payments. However, 
separate reimbursement is now 
allowed provided that certain criteria 
are met. Namely, the patient must 
have been admitted for one of the 
specified diagnoses, and the outpatient 
observation services must be for a 
minimum of 8 hours.

Consistent Terminology
Consistent terminology reduces 
confusion. Many of us were taught to 
avoid repetition; however, in reports, 
repetition is a virtue, not a vice. When 
terminology is inconsistent, readers must 
determine if the new term is indeed new 
or if it refers to something previously 
mentioned.

Example: Inconsistent Terminology

Retirement-Fund Vendor Accounting 
The monitoring system did not ensure 
that accounting services for the 
retirement system were performed 
by the vendor as required; as a result, 
assets were not adequately protected. 
Specifically, accounts were not 
reconciled as frequently as required. 
In addition, questionable items were 
not always resolved in a timely 
fashion. Furthermore, the provider 

Think about the topic sentence raising a logical 
question in the reader’s mind—a question that the 

rest of the paragraph answers.
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did not promptly report results of 
reconciliations and corrections of 
exceptions to Organization ABC 
management.

Suggested Revision

Notice that the word “fund” appears 
four times (including the heading), that 
the word “reconcile”—in all its forms—
appears three times, and that the word 
“vendor” replaces “provider” in the 
final sentence.

Retirement-Fund Vendor Accounting 
The monitoring system did not ensure 
that retirement-fund accounting was 
performed by the vendor as required; 
as a result, fund assets were not 
adequately protected. Specifically, 
fund accounts were not reconciled as 
frequently as required. In addition, 
when reconciliations were performed, 
exceptions were not always resolved 
in a timely fashion. Furthermore, 
the vendor did not promptly report 
results of these reconciliations and the 
resolution of exceptions to Organization 
ABC management.

Pronouns
Pronouns stand in for nouns when 
repetition becomes redundancy. As 
stand-ins, pronouns help pull the reader 
through the information.

The following are common personal 
pronouns used in reports:

• The first-person plural pronouns: we, 
us, our, ours

• One set of the third-person singular 
pronouns: it, its, itself

• The third-person plural pronouns: 
they, them, their, theirs, themselves

Other pronouns—called indicate 
pronouns—are extremely useful in 
reports. These are “this,” these,” and 
“those.”

Example: No Pronouns

Corporate communications has 
addressed newspaper reports 
about medical errors. Corporate 
communications has written pro-active 
letters concerning the newspaper 
reports about medical errors. Also, 
corporate communications has 

distributed press releases associated 
with hospital initiatives aimed at 
limiting medical errors. Press releases 
have been picked up by the newspaper 
of record for West Overshoe and the 
weekly magazine for West Overshoe 
County. Further, press releases have 
resulted in feature stories on local 
television stations.

Publicity heightens citizens’ awareness 
of the medical-errors issue but also 
enhances the hospital’s reputation by 
focusing on the hospital’s proactive 
approach.

Suggested Revision

Corporate communications has 
addressed newspaper reports about 
medical errors. It has written pro-active 
letters concerning these reports. Also, it 
has distributed press releases associated 
with hospital initiatives aimed at 
limiting such errors. These press 
releases have been picked up by the 
newspaper of record for West Overshoe 
and the weekly magazine for West 
Overshoe County. Further, such releases 
have resulted in feature stories on local 
television stations.

This type of publicity heightens 
citizens’ awareness of the medical-
errors issue but also enhances the 
hospital’s reputation by focusing on its 
proactive approach.

Bullet Lists
No discussion of paragraphs is complete 
without considering bullet lists. These 
are alternatives to “running” paragraphs, 
and they have distinct advantages for 
particular types of information. Namely, 
bullet lists are best used to develop 
summarizing topic sentences through the 
addition of details.

Keep in mind that bullets remove 
coherence. Thus, you should not use 
bullets when your reader needs to know 
the relationship between ideas.

Best practices for bullet lists include the 
following:

• Aim to keep the bullet list at or below 
five items. If the list is significantly 
longer, group the items and divide 
the bullet list with headings.

• Maintain parallel grammatical 
structure. That is, ensure that all 
bullet items within the same list are 
in the same grammatical form.

• Follow a consistent convention 
for bullet-list punctuation. Most 
contemporary writers use no 
punctuation at the end of bullet-
list items unless they are complete 
sentences. However, organizations 
often adopt different conventions.

Testing for Effective Paragraphs
These tests can help you assess the 
effectiveness of your paragraphs:

• Examine any paragraph that 
is longer than 70 words. This 
is an optimum length. Longer 
paragraphs may lack unity, and 
even if unified, they strain the 
reader’s attention.

• Read the first and final sentence of 
each paragraph. If understanding 
the relationship between them is 
a stretch, either the paragraph is 
not unified or the topic sentence is 
flawed.

• For the entire document, read the 
topic sentences only. If they do not 
provide the key messages, either 
the topic sentences are flawed or the 
paragraphs are not unified.

Good Advice for Your Colleague
With a better understanding of effective 
paragraphing, you’re able to provide 
your colleague with helpful advice. 
Some suggestions are for simple breaks 
in paragraphs; other suggestions are for 
more complex revisions. But you feel 
you’ve added value through your review, 
and the result will be a stronger final 
report. NP

Sally F. Cutler, president of Word-Wrights 
Incorporated, provides report-writing train-
ing and consulting for internal audit depart-
ments worldwide. A collection of these col-
umns—also titled “A Few Good Words”—is 
available through online booksellers. Sally 
also has written two books on audit report-
ing, both published by The Institute of Inter-
nal Auditors Research Foundation. You may 
reach her at Sally.Cutler@Word-Wrights.com 
or (315) 626-2545.




