GUIDELINES FOR WRITING A REPORT

Introduction to Guidelines

The following information is intended to provide you with an outline that you may follow to help you write up your report. The word count mentioned in each section is for guidance only, but the whole of your report must never exceed the boundaries of +/- 10% of the set word limit, excluding title page, contents page, action plan, bibliography and appendices.

Report Front Page 

Title Page to include:

· Your name as author of the report

· Your Student Number

· Report Title

· The name of the recipient of the report 

· Date of the report.  This is usually the submission deadline date

· Programme Title:
General Presentation

The report you write, represents you!  It is therefore, essential you present a report that is professional and easy to understand.  Reports should be presented as follows:
· Arial Font size 12 (recommended by the Royal National Institute for the Blind)

· Each section should have an informative heading that reflects the content to which it refers.  For example, “Company Profile”, “Report aim and objectives Literature”.

· Each section heading and subsections should be numbered consecutively.  For example, 1.0, 1.1, 1.2.  

· Numbered pages

· Correct spelling, grammar and punctuation

· Referenced correctly using the Harvard Method (see examples later in this handout)
· Restricted to the word limit +/- 10%

· All graphics such as tables and pie charts must be labelled

· Visit: www.askoxford.com/betterwriting/osa/reports/?view=uk for further information
The Summary

The Summary of any report should be short (say, 5% of total wordage) and seductive enough to encourage the recipient(s) to read the whole report with interest.  A summary should be concise and state the main essence of the report.  In a short report, say of approximately 2,000 words, it may not be necessary to include a summary as well as an introduction.  In all cases, the report author will decide whether a summary is necessary, or not.
The Contents Page

The contents page is a very important part of a report since it gives the reader an “at a glance” view of what the report contains and where certain information is located.  The contents page should therefore, list section headings, heading numbers and the page number on which each heading features.  It is possible to create an automatic “contents page” using Microsoft Word – seek help from the “Office Assistant”.

The Report Introduction

A well-written Introduction should be approximately 10 percent of the whole report. The Introduction communicates to the reader the basics of the reports main contents including the organisation on which the report is based.  The reports aims and objectives also feature in the Introduction section, as does an outline of the business case for undertaking the project.  Where appropriate, this information can be taken from your project initiation document (PID) or Assignment initiation document (AID).

Reference to the Literature
The “mainbody” is the main essence of the report and will contain reference to the literature that serves to inform the reader of current research in the field on which the report is written.  The literature references provide substance to the report and can be used as benchmark information with which to compare and contrast the reports findings.  The literature details an analysis and evaluation of secondary data available and relevant on the subject of your report and helps to give your work credibility. Such information includes previous research, theories and writings evident in textbooks, magazines, journals and the Internet.  All sources used must be acknowledged in the main text of your report and presented in the bibliography using the Harvard Method (see 12 overleaf).  In business reports, usually, the literature is absorbed into the mainbody (not as a separate section) and is best presented when it is made directly relevant to the company being written about.  
Rationale and Justification of Data Collection Methods
The methodology of a report is approximately 10 percent of the report length and is a separate section within the report.  It explains how information for the report was collected and why a particular method was chosen over another always taking into consideration the context of report, for example, the type of company on which the report is focused.  Justifying and detailing the chosen methodology is crucial since the reader must believe that these are legitimate and relevant to the report.  For example, if a report is based on information collected by means of a questionnaire, the report should detail why a questionnaire was chosen over say, conducting interviews or telephone surveys.  If a questionnaire was used, you must explain how it was designed (open or closed questions), why and to whom it was distributed and how many people responded.  If you use a questionnaire to collect data, append a blank copy to the report.  It is not necessary meanwhile, to append copies of completed forms but these must be kept for the duration of your studies.
The methodology section will also detail how the results were analysed, for instance, qualitatively (using narrative) of quantitatively (using numbers), or indeed, both.
You must refer to the literature on research methodology to support your rationale for your choice of data collection method.  There are many such texts located in the SMU Library.  Again, all used sources, including dates published, must be acknowledged in the main text of your report and in the bibliography using the Harvard Method.

Main Body of the Report

The main body of the report is approximately 45 percent of the whole report.  It is important to emphasise that the reports main body should not be limited to just reporting WHAT was found.  It is essential for reports to go beyond this and offer the reader extended information from a business case perspective that provides some answers to questions beginning with HOW? WHEN? WHERE? WHO? WHY?  Students must always be prepared to answer such questions with a customer focus and cost consciousness, since in the real world, chief executives and other decision makers are never contented with just being fed information on WHAT, and nor should they be!

It is acceptable to include fully labelled graphics, tables and pie charts to present information that is difficult to explain in the narrative.  Reports cluttered with graphics however, can be off putting to the reader.  Essentially, the simpler the information is stated, the better for the reader.  Be mindful that your readership may include persons who have reading difficulties (dyslexic) and/or do not use English as their first language.  Notwithstanding, non-experts should also be able to easily understand all reports.  So, avoid using abbreviations and “slang”.

In this section it will be appropriate to introduce information from the literature that compares and contrasts with the findings of the report and is relevant to the organisation on which the report is focused.
The Report Conclusion

The conclusion section occupies approximately 15 percent of the whole report and should concisely and coherently bring together the main essence of the report and forcefully summarise the findings and its links to the literature review.  It is always worth bearing in mind that busy chief executives et al sometimes only read the conclusion of a report to enable them gain enough information that may, or may not, encourage them to read the whole of the report.  It is important to further note that “new” information should not appear in the conclusion of a report.

Writing Recommendations

Forming about 20 percent of the report, the recommendation(s) should be fully justified.  That means they must explain the following:

· WHAT is being recommended?  It is advisable to keep it simple and do-able.  All the best changes recommended in organisations are those that are easily understood by all levels of employees within the firm.

· WHY is it being recommended?  It is crucial here to focus on the business case argument including the recommendations anticipated return on investment (ROI).  For example, improved customer service.  If there is no business case or defence or ROI then “bin” the recommendation!

· To WHOM do the recommendation(s) apply?  Do not offer names, but job titles.  Do not be tempted to say “everyone” and leave it at that.  It is essential to have someone accountable for ensuring accepted recommendations are implemented.  Such persons are often called “Champions”.

· WHERE are the recommendations to be targeted?  State precisely, for example, particular jobs, departments, branches.

· HOW are the recommendations to be implemented?  Do not assume individuals think the same as you.  You must state precisely how the recommendations are to be implemented.  For example, in stages over a set time frame.

· WHEN is the recommendation to be implemented?  Time is money and implementation dates for recommendations must be precise to allow implementers to be held accountable for their actions, or inactions.  Everything should be measurable since, if you cannot measure it, you cannot manage it.  Avoid making statements such as “by the end of the year?”  If this is the case, state: 1200 Noon, 31 December.

Last, but certainly not least:

· COSTS:  What are the costs of the recommendation(s)?  Only nothing is cost free!  For example, costs are incurred through time, effort, energy, space and opportunity cost.  No manager should accept any recommendation that has not been fully costed.  DO NOT make statements such as: “it will not be expensive”, “it will be quite cheap”, and “there is no cost”.  Such statements are grossly negligent and imply that everyone is agreed on the same definitions for “cheap” and “expensive”.

Compiling a Complete Bibliography

The bibliography should list alphabetically, all literary and Internet sources referred to in the report.  The Harvard Referencing System is the method you are required to use.  
The Harvard system (source: http://www.ulrls.lon.ac.uk/tutorial/reference/bibliography3b.asp)

In this section you will find a few examples of how to compile your bibliography following the Harvard, or author-date system, which is combined with in-text references. Each rule is accompanied by an example to make its application clear. 
Books (monographs and collections of essays)

Author's surname, her/his first name (date of publication) title of the book. Edition if not the first. Place of publication, publisher:

Farriss, N.M. (1992) Maya Society Under Colonial Rule. The Collective Enterprise of Survival. Princeton, Princeton University Press.
Articles

Author's surname, her/his first name (year of publication) title of the article. Title of the journal, volume and part number, month or season of the year, page numbers of article:

Lewis, L. A. (1996) The 'Weakness' of Women and the Feminization of the Indian in Colonial Mexico. Colonial Latin American Review, 5, June, pp. 73-94.
Articles in electronic journals

Author's surname, her/his first name (year) title of article. Title of journal [type of medium] date of publication, volume number (issue number), pagination or online equivalent <availability statement> [date of accession if necessary]:
Fowler, W. (2004) Joseph Welsh: a British Santanista (Mexico, 1832). Journal of Latin American Studies [internet] 2nd March, 36(1), pp. 29-56 Available from: <http://www.journals.cup.org> [Accessed 30th July 2004] 
Film

Title (year) Directed by. Place, distributor [type] 

Amores perros (2001) Directed by Alejandro González Iñárritu. Mexico, Optimum Releasing [dvd] 
Theses

Author’s surname, her/his first name (year) title of the thesis. Ph.D. thesis, name of university:

Kanter, D. E. (1993) Hijos del pueblo: Family, Community, and Gender in Rural Mexico, the Toluca Region, 1730-1830. Ph.D. thesis, University of Virginia.
Appending an Action Plan

Append an Action Plan in the form of a table presented in landscape format to summarise your recommendations and to provide an “at a glance” document for the reader of your report.  Such a document is very useful when you come to present your report.  You may head each column of the action plan with: What, Why, Who, When, Where, How, Costs to reflect the narrative detailed in the recommendation(s) section.  See:  www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_04.htm
Appendices

If you have any material that you have referred to in the main body of your report, you can include it here.  Remember, appendices are additional to a report and the reader should NOT have to read the appendices to make sense of the report. Each appendix must be labelled and numbered.
…AND FINALLY - Report Assessment

Always be mindful of the assessment criteria that will be used by your tutor to assess your final report.  Before submission, check and check again, that all parts of the report are included in your final submission.  Be diligent and demonstrate pride and professionalism in your work.  

Dr Jenni Woodman

Jenni.woodman@smu.ac.uk
2009
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