How to Write a Cause-Effect Essay

	The Elements of a Cause-Effect Essay

	What is a cause?
	A cause is the event, idea, factor, or condition that leads to something happening (an effect)


	What is an effect?
	An effect is something that happens as a result of something else (a cause)


	Adapted from Webster’s Third New International Dictionary 


	On what subjects can I write a successful cause-effect essay?


Your subject needs to be significant. You should examine things for which examining the causes and effects will lead to significant learning.  Looking at superficial things or things for which everyone already understands the causes and effects will likely lead to a less successful paper.  Here are some reasons to write a cause-effect essay
· To better understand why something happened.  These essays mainly discuss causes.
· To better understand how something affected us.  These essays mainly discuss effects.
· To understand really complex issues in which the causes and effects aren’t really clearly identifiable.  These essays discuss both causes and effects.
What are the types of cause-effect essays?

	An essay that examines causes
	Sometimes there are many causes for one effect. 

For example, a rise in crime might be the result of several causes:

1) High unemployment

2) Rise in drug addiction

3) Rise in gang activity

4) Lack of social services

5) Lack of community or police support

6) Other social factors



	An essay and examines effects
	Sometimes, many different effects can be the result of one cause.

For example, a rise in the number of immigrants coming to the U.S., might result in multiple effects:

1) Diverse culture

2) Demand for new goods and services

3) Challenges to the educational system

4) New political agendas



	An essay that looks at both causes and effects
	Most real life situations are very complex, and there are many causes and many effects in a situation.

Between the 1960’s and the 1980’s, student SAT scores steadily declined.  Some blamed the advent of TV. But one cause was simply not plausible. Schools had also changed the traditional set of subjects students were required to take and students were taking less reading courses. Also, more and more students were taking the SAT, who, in the past would not have taken the SAT, as a result of changing admissions standards in colleges. It remains unclear as to the prime cause of the decline in scores. It also remains unclear as to the rise in scores in the 1990’s.

	
	

	The types of causes and effects

	Types of Causes

You may choose the discuss some or all of these types, depending on the topic, length, and complexity of the essay

	Main Cause

Contributory Cause

The most important cause—emphasize this in your paper and downplay the others. Always explain the significance of each cause carefully.

Less important causes that contribute to the effect. Worth mentioning as they do contribute to the effect.

Immediate Cause

Remote or Ultimate Causes

Closely precedes the effect and is therefore easy to identify. For example, Hurricane Katrina results in the destruction of the Gulf Coast. It’s pretty obvious what caused the destruction!

A remote cause is less obvious, perhaps because it involves something in the past or something far away. For example, while the hurricane is the most immediate cause of the destruction of the beach house in Florida, some other causes might have contributed, such as:

1) Poor design or construction techniques on the houses (not designed for hurricanes).

2) Improper maintenance of the levees

3) Houses built too close to shore or too far below sea level

4) Global warming

5) Disappearance of barrier islets in the Gulf Coart region

Kirszner and Mandell (1999)



	More Complex Causes:
The Causal Chain

	Sometimes, an effect can also be a cause. This can result in a causal chain, where A causes B, B causes C, C causes D, etc. In a causal chain, the result of one action is the cause of another. Leaving out a link in the chain, or putting a link in the wrong order, destroys the logic and continuity of the chain.

Example of a causal chain:

For want of a nail the shoe was lost,

For want of the shoe the horse was lost,

For want of a horse, the rider was lost,

For want of the rider the battle was lost,

For want of a battle the kingdom was lost,

And all for the want of a nail

-Mother Goose

Post Hoc Reasoning

Don’t assume that just because event A precedes event B, that event A caused event B. This is an illogical assumption called Post Hoc Reasoning.  This is the error of the superstitious person who decides her boyfriend broke up with her because a black cat walked in front of her. It happens when someone equates a chronological sequence with causality.  For example, scientists used to believe that life could spring out of dead matter (spontaneous generation). They based this belief on witnessing that maggots seemed to arise directly from the decaying flesh of dead animals. They did not realize that because a dead animal was exposed to air, that flies could lay their eggs in the body and that it was these eggs that hatched into maggots. So, their idea that living maggots were the direct result on nonliving matter is not valid. 

If you choose to write about a causal chain, be sure to explain how each event causes the next in the chain.  Don’t assume that the cause-effect relationship is clear.


	Types of Effects

You may choose the discuss some or all of these types, depending on the topic, length, and complexity of the essay

	Main Effect
	Related Effects

	The most important effect—emphasize this in your paper and downplay the others. Always explain the significance of each effect carefully.
	Less important effects that contribute to the overall effect. If they help to show the importance of this effect, then include them.

	Immediate Effect
	Long-Term or Future Effects

	Closely follows the cause and is therefore easy to identify. For example, Hurricane Katrina hits and the Gulf Coast is devastated.  
	These are the effects that may not have occurred yet.  They are important to discuss if you need to show how significant this event or idea is.  To continue with the Hurricane Katrina example, long-term or future effects might include:

1) The city of New Orleans will have to radically change its settlement patterns before it will be safe to build there again

2) Tourism may never return

3) The Mississippi coast will be rebuilt, only to be damaged in future hurricanes 


	Writing Strategies for a Cause-Effect Essay


Thesis Statements in Cause-Effect Essays

The thesis statement in a cause –effect essay may be simple or it may be complex.  Be sure that the type of thesis you choose fits with the essay assignment you have been given.  Here are some examples:

Simple:

An important cause of the Civil War was the South’s rejection of federal power.


Simple because you are merely arguing that this was an important cause.

An important effect of World War Two was the emergence of the two super-powers.


Simple because you are merely arguing that this was an important effect

Complex:

The South’s rejection of federal power made the Civil War inevitable.

Complex because you are arguing that, aside from any other factors, this one fact meant that the war had to happen.  You have to show that there was no way to avoid the Civil War once the South had taken this position.

The post-WWII emergence of the two super-powers created the current geopolitics of Europe.

Complex because you are arguing that this effect of WWII is responsible for the current political situation in Europe.  You have to argue that other factors had relatively little influence.

	Writing Strategies for a Cause-Effect Essay

	
	1. Read the question or essay prompt.  Identify your topics and be sure that you understand what you are really being asked to do.  You may need to do a little research to be clear on this.
2. Decide what your purpose for writing is (to analyze mainly causes, mainly effects, or both).
3. Develop a thesis statement. Remember that a thesis statement must be more than “x caused y.”  Your thesis should reflect which purpose you chose.  See examples above.
4. Decide what your specific causes and/or effects will be.
5. Research!  Find relevant, credible publications, web sites, and individuals that offer evidence that supports your thesis and chosen points of discussion.
6. Write!




	The style in which cause-effect essays are written



	Cause-effect essays are similar to persuasive essays  in a couple key ways:

Point of view

Level of personal voice



	

	Point of View and Personal Voice in Cause-Effect Essays

	     A cause-effect essay is almost always formal academic essay in which the writer presents a thesis, or. In most formal academic writing, the proper point of view for the essay is third person (using the pronouns he, she, it, they). It is OK to use first person (I, me, we) in the conclusion

INCORRECT:  First Person

I think that the alliance system was the most significant cause of World War One.
CORRECT:  Third Person

The alliance system was the most significant cause of World War One.



	Evidence & Citations

	Cause- Effect essays rely on a lot of direct evidence from several sources. You will need to quote extensively to be successful.

Why use quotes?

      1. They demonstrate you read the available information closely.

      2. They serve as concrete evidence to support your position

      3. They demonstrate a deeper level of understanding, which is persuasive to readers.

Where can evidence come from?  What can I quote from?

Books, films, newspaper articles, credible websites, newscasts, etc.

What can’t I use?

Wikipedia, encyclopedias, other student essays, interviews with non-experts, etc.

	

	How should I weave in quotes and evidence?

	The S-C-C-C Format

This is a very useful format for citations if you are not very familiar with citations and need to practice a tried and true method. As writers become experienced with citations, they can move away from this format and mix elements up as they see fit.
	1. Set it up. Set up the context that the quote is from, so that the reader knows when and where the quote is from and who is doing the speaking/writing.

2. Citation. Write the quote out, in quotation marks.

3. Commentary: Explain how the quote supports your argument. (Commenting on the quote.)

4. Commentary: further commenting on the quote

EXAMPLE: 

According to a recent article in the Seattle Times,” ...[t]he  seemingly sure bet that higher education will pay off can be upended by any number of factors: broken marriages, illnesses, lost jobs, substandard schools and unrealized dreams.”  (With no way out of trouble, more students likely to default, October 6, 2008).  Students used to feel that borrowing for college was always going to pay off, no matter what happened.  Now, many are finding it harder to pay it back due to many factors.

	The Embedded Citation

This is useful when you would prefer to pick out very small phrases to prove your points. 
	Write your own sentence beginning, include the quote, and write your own sentence ending. The quote flows into and out of the sentence.

EXAMPLE: Borrowing to pay for higher education used to be seen as a “sure bet” but now some students are finding that their plans to repay student loans can be disrupted by “… broken marriages, illnesses, lost jobs, substandard schools and unrealized dreams.”  (With no way out of trouble, more students likely to default, October 6, 2008).  These unexpected obstacles may repayment difficult if not impossible




How to Write Commentary

Of all the skills students must learn in writing, writing commentary is considered the most difficult. Writing commentary means giving your own opinion and interpretation about something, which requires a higher level of thinking than most students are used to using. Using commentary makes an essay interesting to read and shows that you can analyze and evaluate information.

When you write commentary, you are commenting on a point you have made with evidence. 

Synonyms for commentary:

· analysis – breaking an idea into its parts

· interpretation – reading between the lines of an idea

· insight – adding personal experience to the explanation of an idea

· evaluation  - judging the quality or validity of an idea

· explication/explanation – explaining what an idea means

· discussion - – explaining what an idea means

· speculation – trying to predict what will happen if an action is taken or an idea is accepted

	Source: Jane Schaeffer Publications, Style Analysis (1998)


	The Basic Outline for a Cause-Effect Essay

	
	

	Focus: Causes

I. Introduction (thesis statement)

II. First Cause

III. Second Cause

IV. Third Cause

V. Fourth and most important cause.

VI. Conclusion (restatement of thesis or summary of key points)

Focus: Effects

I. Introduction (thesis statement)

II. First Effect

III. Second Effect

IV. Third Effect

V. Fourth (and most important) Effect.

Conclusion (restatement of thesis or summary of key points)

Focus: Cause and Effect

I. Introduction (thesis statement)

II. Causes

III. Effects

IV. Conclusion ( restatement of thesis or summary of key points)

NOTE:  At each stage, you may be examining several causes and effects and several types of causes and effects and there are probably several ways you could arrange them within each section.  For example, you could go from least to most important, in the order they occurred, or in the order of severity.  Choose one that is a logical fit for your topic.




Transitions

Think of a transition as a bridge from one thought or idea to another. It shows how one sentence or idea relates to another and also directs the thinking to a new focus. A transition may be one word, a short phrase, a sentence or entire paragraph. The following list cites several transition words and phrases and their meaning.

	Meaning
	Transitions

	Along the same direction of thought
	and, also, besides, furthermore, in addition, for the same reason, whereupon, moreover, whereby, indeed, similarly, likewise, but

	Contrast
	but, yet, instead, nevertheless, notwithstanding, still, although, whereas, on the contrary, not only, but also

	Comparison
	in fact, indeed, moreover, than, as...as, so...as.

	Affirmative alternative
	or, anyhow, moreover, still, else, whereas, whether, either...or.

	Negative alternative
	nor, neither, however, instead, otherwise, on the contrary, nevertheless, except that, only, whereas, neither...nor.

	Cause, result, reason
	for, so, accordingly, as a result, hence, as, consequently, thereby, therefore, thus, that, so that, inasmuch as, in order that, since, whereas, why.

	Condition
	although, as if, as though, though, provided, providing, unless, if, lest, once.

	Example
	for example, in fact, indeed, for instance, namely

	Exception
	although, in so far as, though, unless, while, notwithstanding, in fact that.

	Time
	henceforth, meanwhile, than, next, once, as long as, as soon as, before, once, since, until, when, whenever, while, at length, first...second...third, till.

	Source: Donna Griffith’s The Many Faces of Truth (1994).


