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Series of related items are frequently presented in scientific 
literature. The number of items may range from a few to 
several dozen. Depending on the amount of data to be 
presented for each item, one can choose to present the related 
items as separate chapters, sections or paragraphs, or as lists. 
Lists are particularly useful if relatively little information 
is provided per item. As a rule of thumb, one should use 
sections or paragraphs if the description or explanation of 
individual items requires more than one sentence. 

If lists are preferred, one can choose – depending on 
the number of items (and occasionally on other aspects) – 
between run-on lists and displayed lists. Run-on lists consist 
of sentences in which a number of items are summed up; in 
displayed lists each item starts on a new line. 

It is remarkable that, although lists are important because 
they make it possible to overview a wealth of related data 
or remarks quickly, they have so far received hardly any 
attention in handbooks for authors or editors. Yet, a well-
balanced presentation may contribute significantly to the 
effectiveness of the transfer of information. Suggestions 
for how to handle lists are presented here. The text may 
seem fairly complex, but once the underlying principles 
are understood, the reasons for the various suggestions will 
become clear. The list at the end of this chapter is just a way 
of checking whether the various recommendations (not 
prescriptions) have been well understood.

Run-on lists
A restricted number of items (up to five or six) can best be 
summed up in the form of a normal sentence. An example 
is: The commonly preferred main sections of a scientific article 
are abstract, introduction, methods, results, discussion, and 
reference list. In such a simple sentence, the various items 
are best separated from each other by commas. 

Sometimes, some or all of the individual items in this 
kind of list consist of more than one element, and some 
items may include some additional information. To avoid 
confusion, one should then use semicolons between the 
various items rather than commas: The various departments 
in this faculty deal with astronomy, which is performed at a top 
level; biology and biochemistry; physics, with two Nobel prize 
winners among the professors; and geology and environmental 
sciences. Even more unambiguous and reader-friendly 
is the use of numbers for the various items: The various 
departments in this faculty deal with: (1) astronomy, which 
is performed at a top level, (2) biology and biochemistry, (3) 
physics, with two Nobel prize winners among the professors, 
and (4) geology and environmental sciences. In this case, 
commas are to be preferred, as semicolons make a sentence 
less fluent and less easily readable.
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Run-on lists should be restricted to items that do not 
require a specific order. If such an order is important, as 
it often is in methodology sections, the items should be 
presented as a displayed list.

Displayed lists 
Displayed lists consist of either a relatively large number of 
items, each of which may be explained in only a few words, 
or a small series of items that for one reason or another 
need to be numbered.

Good displayed lists provide the reader quickly with an 
idea of what items are included, and whether all or some 
of the items are subdivided into sub-items. This can be 
done only by using a proper layout and proper marker 
symbols. In addition, it should be clear where the list stops. 
These requirements imply that attention should be paid to 
the type of marker symbols used and to the indentation, 
punctuation, capitals versus lower case, line spacing, and 
fonts. In addition, one should take care that the text of an 
individual item is not so long that the configuration of the 
list becomes obscure. If possible, the text of each individual 
item or sub-item should be restricted to one sentence or 
part of it.

Justified, not justified 
It is, as a rule, not the author who decides whether a text 
is published with justified lines or not. Justification is not 
a major point of discussion if a text is printed in a single 
column over the width of a page. If the text is printed in two 
or more columns, however, lists usually become difficult 
to read if the lines are justified, because either frequent 
hyphenation will be required or wide spaces will appear 
between the commonly long scientific words. 

Authors, editors, and publishers should all consider the 
desirability of justification of texts printed in columns, but 
they should also consider the option of not justifying lists, 
even if the remainder of the text is justified.

Marker symbols 
Each item of a displayed list starts on a new line, and each 
item may be preceded by a marker symbol. Such marker 
symbols may be dashes, bullets, asterisks, or any other 
symbol that the author thinks appropriate. One should bear 
in mind, however, that symbols that are too fancy tend to 
distract the attention of the reader from the text. Numbers 
should only be used as marker symbols if there is a good 
reason for this (the ten commandants are: [new line] (1) . . .).

If a list includes sub-lists – that is, if one or more items 
are subdivided into sub-items – the marker symbols should 
help in expressing the ranking of the item or sub-item. 
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This should be done on the basis of their positions (see 
the subsection on Indentation), as well as on the basis of 
their importance: the larger or blacker, the stronger the 
impression made. A good choice of a first-level marker 
symbol is a medium-sized square bullet (n), whereas a 
second-order marker symbol may be a medium-sized 
round bullet (l). Third-order marker symbols should be 
used sparingly only, because the list becomes complicated 
(and the layout will allow little text on a line with text of 
a third-order level), but if such a third level cannot be 
avoided, one might mark the beginning of such items with 
a circle (m) or with a dash (–). Fourth-order levels in a list 
should be avoided: if this level seems necessary, the item 
must be so complex that it deserves in principle a section in 
the text rather than being part of a list. 

All major word-processing programs supply sufficient 
symbols to allow a choice of suitable marker symbols.

Indentation 
The marker symbol of first-level items should be positioned 
at the left margin of the column or page. The text should 
follow after an em space, so that the entire text is indented 
(so-called hanging indentation). The marker symbol for 
each second-level item should be positioned underneath 
the left-hand part of the first-level text. An em space should 
again follow, so that all the text of the second-level item 
is indented more than the text of the first-level item. The 
marker symbol of a third-level item (if present) should be 
positioned underneath the left-hand part of the second-
level text, followed again by an em space. The text thus 
becomes even further indented. 

Three levels of indentation are commonly still 
manageable in scientific journals that have, like this 
Handbook, two columns. The space available for the text 
of fourth-level sub-items will commonly be so restricted, 
however, that a subdivision to this degree should also be 
avoided for this reason unless the text is printed in a single 
page-wide column. One might consider solving the space 
problem raised by fourth- (and possibly third-) level items 
by not indenting, but this not only destroys the structure of 
the list but also affects its readability considerably.

Punctuation and the use of capitals 
A list is always preceded by an introductory sentence 
(The following conclusions result.) or a sentence followed 
by a colon (The following conclusions:). A colon makes 
the sentence more fluent but implies that the sentence is 
not yet finished, so the various items (preceded by their 
marker symbols) should start with a lower-case letter. If a 
full stop is used after the introductory sentence, the various 
items should start with a capital. If the first first-order item 
starts with a capital, it is only logical from the viewpoint of 
reader-friendliness that the second first-order item should 
also have a capital. This capital should follow a full stop, 
so the text of the first item should form a sentence. Since 
this is commonly not the case, it is (as a rule) preferable 
not to use capitals for first-order items, and consequently 
not to use an introductory sentence that ends with a full 
stop. If individual items need several sentences, full stops 

are unavoidable; in this case, the first-order items should 
start with capitals, and the introductory sentence should 
consequently end with a full stop. 

The same is, obviously, true for second- and lower-order 
items. Clearly there is hardly any reason to include words 
with initial capitals (apart of course from any proper nouns). 

As stated above, some lists need full stops after the text 
of first-order items, for example, if the text consists of more 
than one sentence. If no full stops are required, a semicolon 
is the most appropriate punctuation mark after the text of 
first-order items. Commas are the most appropriate after 
the text of second- and lower-order items. 

Line spacing 
A displayed list is an entity that often consists of one 
complex sentence, but sometimes consists of more 
sentences. Because a list is an entity, there should be no 
extra line space (half or whole) between the various items. 
The list is also directly connected with its introductory 
sentence. Therefore, there should be no extra line space 
between the introductory sentence and the list either.

The end of a list may also be the end of a section. In this 
case, the spacing below the list should conform to the rules 
of the journal or publisher with respect to line spacing at 
the end of sections. The list may also represent the end of a 
paragraph. In this case the list should be followed by a line 
space (even if normal paragraphs are not separated from 
each other by such an extra line space) to show clearly that 
both list and paragraph have ended. 

In rare cases, a list forms part of a paragraph that is 
continued after the list. There should be no extra line space 
within a paragraph, so in this case the running text should 
immediately follow the list and the continued text should 
not be indented; indenting would not only be against the 
principle that new sentences within a single paragraph 
should not be indented, but the indentation might also 
raise confusion as to what belongs to the last (indented) 
item, and what is part of the continued text. 

A problem regarding line spacing is raised by the most 
commonly used word-processing programs. These usually 
work with built-in so-called styles, some characteristics of 
which cannot (or only with great difficulty) be changed. 
Some programs introduce half-line spaces between the 
introductory sentence and the beginning of a list, between 
the various first-order items (sometimes also between 
those of second- or third-order items), and between the 
list and the text following it. Line spacing of this kind does 
not belong in a list. It has been suggested that the word-
processing programs insert line spacing or even blank 
lines because numerous office people want to increase 
the physical length of their texts to impress the reader. 
Obviously, such considerations should not apply in the 
world of scientific information transfer. In addition, half-
line spaces should be avoided anyway, because they make 
lines in adjoining columns unequal in position, which is 
tiring for readers.
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Fonts 
Lists form part of the running text and should be printed in 
the same font (type and size) as the rest of the text. If the list 
has to be printed in narrow columns (three or more), and if 
the text of the various items or sub-items is long, the option 
of using a smaller type may be considered. This is the same 
practice as applied in tables where the normal type size may 
provide difficulties in layout, thus affecting readability.

Example of a list 
The readability of a list (which should preferably be 
preceded by an introductory sentence ending with a colon) 
should be optimized by adapting the following layout and 
typography: 
n whole or half-line spaces should be avoided, both 

between the introductory sentence and the list, and 
between the various items or sub-items;

n each first-order item should start (after its marker 
symbol and an em space) with a lower-case letter and 
it should end with: 
l a colon, to indicate that second-order items follow, or 
l a semicolon, to indicate that another first-order 

item follows, or 
l a full stop, to indicate that the list has ended and 

that the running text will be continued; 
n a second-order item should start (after an em space, a 

marker symbol and again an em space) with a lower-
case letter and it should end with: 
l a colon, to indicate that several third-order items 

will follow, or 
l a full stop if it is the end of the entire list, or 
l a semicolon if it is not only the last item of the 

second-order list but simultaneously the end of 
a first-order list (followed by the next first-order 
item), or 

l in all other cases, a comma; 
n a third-order item should start (after two em spaces, 

a marker symbol, and another em space, unless the 
typography prevents this latter hanging indent) with a 
lower-case letter and end with: 
l a comma, if the item that follows is: 

m  another third-order item, 
m  the next second-order item, 

l a semicolon, if a first-order item follows, 
l a full stop if it is the end of the list. 

In certain cases fourth-order items may be present, but 
their use is not advisable in general. 
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