
CHAPTER THREE: CAUSE-EFFECT RELATIONSHIPS 

Cause and Effect Essay 

We all understand cause-effect relationships; for example, lightning can cause fire. As a 

student you know that if you stay up late the night before a test to watch a movie and do 

not study, you may not perform well on the test the following day. A cause-effect essay 

tells how one event (the cause) leads to another event (the effect). 

A cause-effect essay can do one of two things: 

• It can analyze the ways in which one or more effects result from a particular cause. 

(Focus-on-Effects Method) 

• It can analyze the ways in which one or more causes lead to a particular effect. 

(Focus-on-Causes Method) 

In other words, your essay may focus more on the effects of a cause or more on the causes 

of one effect. Either approach provides a useful means of discussing the possible 

relationship between the two events. It is not a good idea to mix several causes and several 

effects in an essay because your focus may become unclear. 

In cause-effect essays, it is easy to suggest that because one event preceded another event, 

the former event caused the latter. Simply because one event follows another one 

sequentially does not mean that the two actions are related. For example, people often 

complain that as soon as they finish washing their car, it starts to rain. Obviously, washing a 

car does not cause rain. Writers need to be sure that the causes and effects they describe 

are logically connected. 

How is a Cause and Effect Essay Organized? 

There are two basic ways to organize a cause-effect essay: focus-on-effects or focus-on-

causes. If your assignment is to write a cause-effect essay on the topic of global warming, 

you could write two kinds of essays: 

• In a focus-on-effects essay, you would write about the threatened habitat of polar 

bears as a result of global warming and the melting of large parts of the Arctic Circle. 

Your essay might include five paragraphs and look like this: 



 

• In a focus-on-causes essay, you would write about the causes of global warming, 

such as excessive carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. In this case, the organization 

for this essay could have five paragraphs and look like this: 

 

Great topics for Cause-Effect Essays 

What is a great topic for a cause-effect essay? This type of essay may focus more on the 

causes or more on the effects, but most writers answer this question by thinking of an 



effect or a final result. The brainstorming stage then requires thinking about one or more 

causes of that effect. 

When selecting topics for this type of essay, a good writer should consider relevant 

questions such as: 

• What is the end effect? 

• Is there one primary effect, or are there several effects? 

• Is there one primary cause, or are there several causes? 

As you read this list of some general topics that lend themselves well to a cause-effect 

essay, notice that the last two in each group do not use the obvious words cause or effect: 

 

 

 



Supporting Details 

After you have selected a topic, your task is to determine whether you will focus more on 

the causes of the issue or the effects of it. This process will also help you to select and 

develop supporting details for your essay, which is an important step in constructing a 

solid essay. 

When you brainstorm your plan for this essay, a useful technique is to make two lists. One 

list has as many causes as you can think of. The second list has as many effects or results as 

you can think of. The list that is bigger—the causes or the effects—should determine the 

primary focus of your essay. 

Here is an example for an essay about the difficulty of learning English: 

 

 

Brainstorming for Two Methods 

One of the topics that we hear so much about in today’s society is stress. In this activity, you 

will use the space in the following boxes to brainstorm ideas for an essay on the topic of 

stress. In the first box, your organization will address the focus-on-effects method. In the 

second box, your organization will address the focus-on-causes method. After you complete 

these tasks, work with a partner or a small group to discuss your answers. 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 
 

Post-Reading 

1. What is the topic of the essay? __________________________________________________________ 

2. What is the writer’s thesis? ____________________________________________________________ 

3. What is the cause that the writer describes in the essay? ____________________________________ 

4. What are some of the effects that the writer describes? _______________________________________ 

5. Write one detail that strongly supports the thesis statement. _______________________________ 

6. How is this essay organized? 

☐ focus-on-causes method ☐ focus-on-effects method 

7. Can you think of any information that the author should have included to make the 

message of the essay stronger? 



Strong Thesis Statements for Cause-Effects Essays 

A strong thesis statement for a cause-effect essay indicates whether the essay focuses on 

causes or on effects. Sometimes the thesis statement uses the words cause(s) or effects(s), 

but this is not necessary if either the cause or the effect is implied in the statement. In 

addition, a thesis statement sometimes includes a number, such as three causes or two 

effects, but this is also optional. 

 

 

Write a thesis statement for each topic. When you finish, compare your answers with a 

partner’s. 

1. The causes of bullying ___________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. The effects of being an only child ___________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. The causes of choosing a vegan diet _________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. The effects of society’s love for computers ___________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Transitions and Connectors in Cause-Effect Essays 

Transitions and connectors are important in cause-effect essays because they help indicate 

causation or effect regarding the topic. Perhaps the most familiar cause-effect transition 

word is because: “X happened because Y happened.” Precise use of transitions helps the 

reader to follow the writer’s reasoning about cause-effect relationships. 



The transitions for both a focus-on-causes essay and a focus-on-effects essay are the same 

because both kinds of essays discuss one or more causes or one or more effects. 

 


