Report writing 

Before you start writing 

Before you start writing a report, think about: 
· The audience – do you know what they need from the report. What are they expecting? Make sure you consider their level of understanding and their communication needs. 
· The reason for the report – see Purpose and objectives of a report, below. 
· The content – consider what you need to include and not include. 
· The structure – you want a structure that flows logically and makes it easy for the reader to follow. 
· The style – what sort of tone and level of formality is expected?
· After the audience has read the report, what action do you want them to take? The content needs to make it easy for them to take the actions required e.g., make a decision, agree on a set of recommendations, etc.

Purpose and objectives of a report

We need to understand the objectives of the report before we start researching and writing it. Reports are written for many reasons including: 
· To inform
· To increase understanding
· To persuade
· To help decision making
· To be accountable to stakeholders of the Board
· To share learning
· To recommend changes
· To present the findings of an evaluation 

Key stages in writing a report 

When you write your report you will go through a number of stages: 

· Clarifying the objectives of the report
· Planning the report’s structure
· Researching the subject
· Writing the report
· Editing and proof-reading the first draft
· Seeking feedback on the first draft
· Final edit 
· Presentation of the report



Structure of a report 

Every organisation and project will have different formats and structures for their reports. The following is the structure of a typical report and it will help to get you started. 

· Title
· Executive summary
· Acknowledgements
· List of contents
· Introduction (include terms of reference)
· Body of the report under key headings – this might include findings if it is a research report or an evaluation of a project
· Conclusions
· Recommendations
· Appendices
· References

Seek guidance from your manager on what is expected by your organisation. They may have a template you need to follow. 

Introduction to the report
We can grab people’s attention in the Introduction to the report. Here is an idea of what you cover in that section: 
1. Explain the purpose of the report clearly near the beginning
1. Explain the report’s purpose, scope, and limitations
1. Preview the contents of the report
1. Refer to the conclusions and recommendations section of the report

Terms of reference

Large reports often have a term of reference, which can be useful when you are researching and writing the content. Terms of reference often include: 
 
· The purpose of the report and the audience 
· Scope and limits of the report
· Deadline, expected length of the report, resources, time, documents to be accessed.
· Sensitive information (not to be written down) – personalities, politics, matters of long-term policy, etc...

Executive Summary

In a long report, it is good practice to write an Executive summary. This gives an opportunity for the audience to read a brief overview of the report and highlights significant conclusions and recommendations. Contents of a summary would include: 

· Purpose of the summary
· Précis – a brief overview of the whole report
· A statement on the purpose of the report 
· Significant pieces of evidence and key recommendations. 

It is important to write the Executive Summary after you write the full report. 
Making a case in your Report 
When you write a report, it is important to be clear about the purpose. 
When you are writing a report to persuade people, perhaps in a project or when working with other agencies, you might have to build your case. 
Here are some tips on building your argument. 
· Tell people why they should believe your point of view
· Use persuasive words
· Back up each point with a strong argument. 
· Approach each issue from the point of view of a sceptical reader
· Use a logical approach – step by step
· Put your arguments in order, to have maximum impact.

There will be people who will read your report with doubts and questions – anticipate these questions and answer them in the report. 
Before you use an argument in your report, TEST IT!
Use logic – start with a statement – and then prove it or dismiss in the report – this will depend on the subject you are writing about and the purpose of the report. 

Structure of your case 
For a conclusion to be valid, all premises that support the conclusion must be valid and true. 
· Make your statement: Parrots can talk to humans
· Premise: Polly has been taught to communicate with the humans
· Premise: Polly is a parrot
· Conclusion: Parrots can be taught to communicate with humans

Being persuasive
Try to support your points with at least three good arguments – this will make your report more persuasive. Put emphasis on the good and unique aspects of the subject you are discussing. 

Making the case
You might be making a case for or against in your report. 
If you’re making a positive case, ensure you leave no questions unanswered, offer it as a solution and come up with arguments to justify why the case is important. 
If you are making a negative case, question the legitimacy and authority of the subject. Point out its negative aspects and why it is unlikely to work. 
However, remember to give a balanced argument when you are building a case. It’s important to remember the purpose of the report.  
Tips for writing a report
Finally, a few tips to assist you with your report writing:  
· Use clear language
· Avoid jargon
· Be factual and objective
· Get to the point
· Use headings in a clear hierarchy
· Number your pages and include a Contents page for long reports
· Use tables and diagrams to enhance understanding and introduce them before you present them
· Use bullet points to simplify and summarise
· Link your Conclusions and Recommendations to your findings. Don’t put new information in the conclusions. Don’t draw conclusions or make recommendations about information that was not discussed in the body
· Give opinions in a balanced way - make it clear which information comes from objective sources and which is personal opinion.


