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Everyone loves a list, and we all make them. 

Grocery lists, To-Do lists, goals. What’s great about lists 
is that they require very little writing talent to compose, 
and they’re suitable for all occasions—letters, e-mails, 
presentations. However, to make your lists work, you 
need to follow a few ground rules. 

First, always look for list opportunities. They can 
occur unexpectedly while you’re writing paragraphs. A 
sentence that contains lots of commas usually signals 
the need for a list, like this one: 

 
Before After 
Analysis and 
recommendations may 
involve matters of 
retirement, children's 
education, financial 
independence, tax and 
estate planning, matters of 
insurance and the 
management of exposures 
to loss, and investment. 

Our analyses and 
recommendations may 
involve matters of: 
 retirement 
 children's education 
 financial independence 
 tax and estate 

planning 
 insurance and loss 

exposure management 
 investment 

 
Not only does the list makes the topic easier to 

grasp at a glance, but it creates the white space that all 
readers crave. 

When creating a list, its meaning can be instantly 
enhanced if you choose the right type of bullet. For 
simple lists, basic round or square bullets are always 
tasteful. But if you’re providing a to-do list, why not use 
checkboxes that readers can check off? If you’re 
presenting a list of completed items, your bullets could 
be checkmarks. Take a moment to explore your word 
processor’s symbols. You should find triangles, arrows, 
and other graphics that could prove useful. 

So now you’ve got a bulleted list. How should it be 
punctuated? The list in the previous example is a simple 
series of items, so no punctuation is needed. But lists 
can also be comprised of phrases or complete 
sentences that would still make a statement if pulled out 
of context. In that case, capitalize each item and end it 
with a period. Whenever possible, make each item begin 
with an action: 

 
Our 2005 Accomplishments 
 Launched a monthly newsletter to regularly 

communicate with 25,000 customers in 15 
states. 

 Integrated our data systems to provide 
seamless transaction processing across state 
lines. 

 

 Increased deposits 16% to $250 million. 
 
Some writers go overboard punctuating lists, 

creating monstrous sentences by linking each bullet item 
with semi-colons and ending with a period. The highly 
formal structure is off-putting to readers, but it’s a 
recognized method used in Information Mapping™: 

 
Our modeling function encompasses many fronts: 
 improved understanding of catastrophe risk; 
 risk models that capture various classes of risk: 

various types of insurance risk (in addition to 
catastrophe), counterparty credit risk on ceded 
retrocessions, and investment risk; 

 new systems that examine insurance portfolios. 
 
Note the double-threat in the second bullet point—a 

colon introducing a list within the list. 
I hate to confess that I wrote lists like this (under 

protest) when I was a technical writer. The method, if 
used at all, should be confined to highly technical 
documentation, which is often indecipherable anyway. In 
typical business writing it’s overkill, so feel free to step 
away from the semicolons and stick to periods. 

Within a list, make sure the items aren’t mix-and-
match. Make them all single words, phrases, or 
complete sentences. However, within the document, it’s 
OK if some lists are comprised of one-word items and 
others are in complete sentences. 

Sometimes numbers can more appropriately set off 
items than bullets. For example, if you write that you’re 
presenting three points, list them with numbers to match 
your assertion. 

If you want people to read items in a certain order, 
or you’re giving a list of instructions, number them. 
Numbers are also needed when you’re assigning rank, 
such as in “The Top 10 Employee Incentives.” 

Whenever possible, give your list a title, or try to 
make the introductory text leading into it no longer than 
one line. This helps to ensure that readers will 
immediately grasp its purpose, especially those who 
tend to jump straight to the list. 

The bottom line on using bullets is that they should 
simplify the text. If your bulleted lists don’t achieve this, 
then you need to consider some other way of presenting 
the information, such as using graphs or tables. Writing 
straight narrative with long sentences containing many 
series of items should always be the last resort. 
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