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REPORT WRITING

Robert O Connor
Surveys over the years show that engineers and  other
tachnical people in industry and governmentl Cwpend  up  to
orne-third of thelr working t;m@ on report weiting. How wall
do they perform this job? IFf one is to judge from the amount

; of report writing cowrses being held in various countries, or

i fram  the remarks of senior management the answer must bDe
Urrore Loo waell.

] The reason  for this defipi@ﬁﬁy iﬁ cmmplem,. In somns

3

! it iwm sheer inability to weite (and some would say to

;é : ‘

: think)  olearly. Arother reason is the curious belisef that
objectivity can only be established by wreiting  impersonally
in the passive voloe. But more frequently the writer adopts
VAagUEneEss in ﬁh@ belief that he is being diplomaticy; no  one

4 can  pin him down if he is oblique. Eaqually he may play it

safe and indulge in euphemism and circumlocution so as not to

hutrt feelings and incriminate other people. s Cooper (19464

"Truth in fact drains out of many a report as it
works its  way up the management ladder. The net
resullt is bad English".

The purpose of this paper is to examine how technical
and other reports may be written so that they are aaéy to
read and understand. ﬂy brief is to paint a general picture;
other speakers will deal with the details giving examples of

good and bad writing.
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Main Stages In Writing a Report

The main stage

modrn wedting & report ares (a) collsction
of matearialy () selection, () logical ordering, (cl)

interpretation and (&) presentation.

Collection of MNaterial
Therse s no standard way of collecting material. Horw
vou go about it will depend very much on the circumstances.

Sometinss  vouw will use reference books  and textbooks,

pi

gsonetines periodicals and other reports and at  other times
you will have to carry out an experiment or a survey.

The important rules to  renember when callecting
information  ares- {(a) check the accufacy of yow facts, (b
separate facts from opinions and assess the merit of  the
opinions, () separate facts ffFom inferences and see if the
inferences are wall based.

I+ you arse carrying oul a survey be suwwe to collect all

the  information vouw reguire. Since collection of data is

expensive the aim must be to perform the iob correctly the
first times yDu.rarely can afford a second bite at the cake.
Similarly, vou shouwld try to avoid collecting and recording
information you do not need. This is wasteful.

I+ numbers are to be presented in your report it is &
good idea to rough out blank tables and graphs - before any
data are collected. Once these blanks are available it is

gasy to design a guestionnaire which will give the data

requlred. Unfortunately it is ditficult to get pesople to
prepars blank tables in advance. Some are unable to do so,




others won’'t try. As a result the collective process ig very

often mnot as efficient as it should be.

Selection of NHaterial

When you have collected and classified your material you

must  make some selections for your  report. The act of

salection - much more than the initial investigaetion -~ should

be concerned with the reader. This is a point that is often
ovear looked. You should be aware of the extent and nature of
the knowledge of yow readers, their interests, ©their status

and authority and even yvouwr own authority. These will have a
bearing on  the choice 041 ﬁatwrial, on  the method of
presantation and on the lesvel at which the matter is
discussed,

You should leave out items which are beyond the
understanding of the readers, items which are too wall knowo,
itaems  upon which yow cannot speak with authority and items

which will not help towards a decision on action.

Logical Ordering
Different people approach this problem in different

ways. Experienced writers give a good deal of thought to the

way they will structure their reports. The less experienced
rarely do thia. Tha latter usually start weiting without

.

any outline in mind hoping that a structure will esnerge as
the writing proceeds. A structure will, of course, emerge-
from  this haphazard approach but it is not likely to be a

very ordered one, nor one which lends itself easily to




improvemsnt in subsequent drafts.
A1l good weiters try to visuwalise a complete structure

for a repart before any wrilting is done &t all. They try to

pictwse  the introdaction, the chapter or cain section
headings and  the order in which these headings will be
aryanged. Later they wite down this outling and Flesh it
out by pubtting in more headings and subheadings. This then

hecomes the framework for the first draft.

Swrprisingly, many of the books on writing pay little
attention to the initial structuring of material. This is a
pity. Most of the faults found in scientific writings are not
misespellings, bad grammar or pven bad sentence construction.
They are nesarly always bad structuwres. No coherent story is
told.

Ingsperienced writers find it difficult to visualise an
abstract structure in advance and for them certain  training

procecdures  have to be developed. I get my research

assistants to make a list, in any kind of order, of the main

ideas which they wish to present. They are then asked to
classify these iﬁtm common groups sgach of which will form the
substance of a ssction or chapter. The chapters are then
artranged in logical order to give an overall structuwwe {for

the wmrk.

Pozzible Btrucitures of a Report

\

In general & report should contain the following
subjects in  the order mentioned:- Introduction, Report

proper, Conclusions. retommendations, Futwe work, Appendix.
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contents  and  acknowledgements in any published work.

&1}

But not all reports would merit an appendix. There may be no
futiure worl. The most appropriate structure will depend  on

the current practice of the firm, or the wxpwri@mm@ of the
wedltenr, and on the puwpose of the report.

F o entampl e, the putting of conclusions and
recommendations  at  the beginning of the report before the
main argument ssems to some peaple tu'b@ putting the ocart
before the horse ~ illogical ih the extreme. Eut to others
who wuse this form, and many do, it is the obvious way of
showing guickly the relevance and importance of the report.

The most  fFreguent, most obvious and probably most

' i
suooessT Ll arrangmmémt is the following:— title page, table
of conbtents, acﬁmowl@dgem@nta, summary, introduction, main
text . conclusions  and recommendations, referances and
appendices. ‘

I do not propose discussing all of these dtems here.
You can always look up the layout of title pages, tables of
Some

observations on the other items including footnotes,

nunbering and abbreviations, would perhaps be helpful.

Summary

The summary should be a survey of the ground covered in

the report. It should not be regarded as part of the report,

but written after the report is completed. Its writing is a
good test of a report. If you can look back on your efforts

which may have been piscemsal and state sffectively what has

baen discussed in the report, it auwgers well.

ity ot o mmemy m+« mmas s e m | ee s Tumiy s Ten e OO TS gmSapiesacess oo




A summary which is more than ten per cent of the length
of the main text would generally be considered too long. In
the ESHRI  we try to kesp summaries to about five per  cent.
Wrriters often argue that they must have more space for their
gunmaries —~ to do their work justice. This may be SO0 Eut if
a writer takes time it is surprising what he can fit into a

small space. G.EBE.8haw once remarked in a postscript to

long letter to a friend "I am sorry I have not had time to b

i}

briet"., Although brief and factual the summary should not be

in "telegraphese’. It is the readers introduction to your
report  and  vou want that to be favourable. The order of

presentation in the summary mught to correspond with that in
the actual report.

Summai-ies  should ﬁonféin no material not mentioned in
the report itself. Too often théy contain afterthoughts or

statements, to tidy things up, for which there is no evidence

in the report proper.

Intraoduction
The best introduction is to state in youwr first sentence
what the report is about. An example would be: "This report

evaluates the options for the use of Bord na Mona’'s cutaway

bogs". You can be even more positive and say: "This Report
proposes the planting of trees on cutaway bogs®. Editors of

technical Jouwrnals never weary of reminding their writers to
state the object of their article or paper in the opening
paragraph, so that the reader knows where he is going and can

assess what he is reading.




The next step is to provide the necessary background

such as the

wpuence of past events leading to  the present
problem which the readsr will need and which he may not  krow
or remember.  You may need to mention the avthority and terons
of reference also. The final stage is to inform the reader
how vou propose to develop the subject under discussion.

Gome writers prefer to leave the introduction until

last. If vou have your structuwre worked out it is  much

gasier to write the main chapters or sections first, because

it

they @ ousually descoriptive. Having got these out of the

T

P
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way you can then go back and say in the introduction what the
Freport is all about.

But regardless of when you write it, the introduction is
uwsually the most difficult part of the report to construct.

You are coming at it cold, and faced with the blank page you

may be unable to start. You may know what you want to say
but  you cannot make up your mind how to say it. Confronted
with  this dileamma my advice is to start wrriting. Fut  down

vaur thaoughts in any order and go on writing until the ideas
start +Flowing. When this happens youw have broken the
barrier. Youw can then go back, polish off and restructure

what you have said.

The Dody Qf the Report

The classification of the material in preparing the
outline of the report will determine the sequence in which‘
the different sections will be ordered. The list of headings

already prepared should be fleshed out usually going from the

N
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general to the particul ar. IF you are describing & machine
you  ahouwld firet describe the principles on which it works
and then give details of the construction.

In weiting up these sections you should stick as closely
as  possible to your original outline. Intormation that is
putside the purpose of the report shouwld be ewxcluded. HMany
writers (as  ideas  comne to them during the writing) get
diverted from their intended structure and finish up giving.a
whole jumble of irrelevant material. This is fatal.

A gquestion which always arises in witing up reports  is
thg location of tables and diagrams — whether in the body of
the report or in an appendix. ~ In my opinion their location
should depend on their contents.

Diagrams which are prepared to illustrate points or
gimplifty concepts shouwld go in the text where they belong.
More complicated diagrams and maps shouwld go in an  appendix.

Similarly, tables showing data directly relevant to your

arguments should go  in the text, while those containing

background material are best put in an appendix. Actually,

if the text refers fairly often to displays of any kind it is
bast to put these displays in the body of the report where

they can be referred to easily by the reader.

Conclusion

The body of the report may contain some conclusionsg
the marshalling of the evidence may lead to a conclusion
which is stated. The conclusion proper should sumnmarise the

discussion in  the main sections and draw inference where

[ gy e S e R




appropriate. The conclusion should not contain any new idea
not previowusly introduaced in the report. It should consist

of Firm gualified statements.

Recommendations

The natwral process in an investigative report is  to
obtain ﬁmmm. results from which you  draw  conclusions  upon
whi ch you  make recommendations. In many reports the
conclusions and recommendations are listed together, but in

obthers, particwlarly long reports, the recommendations  are

ligted under a separate heading. ’

Recommendations can be the most tricky part of the
report to write. The writer has to co%%idar vary carefully
his relationship with the reader. The reader may consider

that he is the person who should make the recommendations.
In that cage it would be unwise -~  and might even be

impertinent - for the writer to suggest what action should be

’

takean.  Usuwally, however, the person who writes the report is

spected to make recomnendations based on the results of his

investigations; it is up to the reader to act on these or

otherwise. Action may very often depend on the tone of the
recommendations ~ tentative, conciliatory, aggressive. The

writer must decide which tone to use.

The Appendix
A convenient way of presenting detailed information,

which would interrupt the smooth flow of the report, is to

put  in an appendix or in appendices if there are more than
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one.  The sort of material which is relegated to the appendix
is et perimental recul s, astatistical data, MAP 6§

correspondence and worked examples. The merit of separating

ar appendix  from the main body of the report i that the

reader is  under no obligation to read it. The appendix,
howsver, is very often an important part of the report. Its

contents are usually the material on which the conclusions
are based and critical readers will wish to study these in
orFder to see if proper inferences have been drawn.

I there is more than one appendix  they should be
designated as Appendix A, Appendix B, etc. Fage numbering
should be observed as if the éppendix were part of the main

tent.

References
I vou use other people’s work, particularly written or

published wark, it is customary to make some reference  to

ity not only that cradit‘may bhe given to the person whaose

work you are using, but so that youw reader may refer to the
quoted work for confirmation or further study. For this you
must give precise details. These should include: author’'s
ﬁama and initials, titlé of the work, publisher, date of
publication, place of publication, sdition and page rnumbers
of citation (first and last).

The reference details will differ slightly in the case
of books, Jjownals or periodicals. Jowrnals are usually
assembled in volumes, so a volume number will be necessary.

Although publishers publish periodicals it is not usual to
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include  the publisher’'s name when referencing a pariodical .
Unpublished material may also be acknowl edged if it is felt
appropriate to do so thuss
Murphy, F.J., 1986, The Economic Crisis, Fapar read to
the Dublin Economics Workshop, Trinity College,
October.
I+ you referance as above, ugimg author “s name and date, you
should put  yow references in alphabetical order so  that
readers can find them sasily. In the past references denoted
by some printers work, were very often placed at the foolt of
the page along with footnotes: nowadayvs references tend to be
placed at the end of a chapter ar at tge end of the work and
referred to in the text (¢glny, Smith, 1987). Practice
varies; every publisher has what is called "its own house
styla", not alone in regard to references but also in regard
to footnotes and general lay out.
Referencing is dealt with very fully in Waldo (1960)
ie@e,

Waldo, W.H., 19460, Better Report Writing, Reinhold,
New York, 2nd ed, pp. 41-54,

Faootnotes

A footnote might be.deﬁcribad as a small appendix. Its
insertion in the text would interrupt the smooth flow, but
the wrriter may feel that he w0u1d> like +to make an
elaboration. The footnote provides a convenient place to do
it. Footrnotes should be used sparingly and they should be‘

brief. Those which take up half a page, as some da, are to

be deplored.
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s bhedr name implies, footnobtes showld bhe found at the

foot of the page, but in recent years they tend to be placed

at the esnd of the chaptber or at the end of the work. Yo
shouwld use a different printer s mark for a footnots than for

a reference. I+ footnotes are placed at the foot of the page
they are usually numbered 1,2,7 etc., on each page: if at the
end of the chapter they are numbered L,2,%, etc., in each
chapter and if at the end of the work vy B, 4, eloc.,
throughout the work. Fractice varies, however , arid

inedperienced witers should look at the way it is  done in

some jouwrnal article or book. .

Numbering
Tt is common practice in many organisations to enphasise
the sub-division of a report by the use of numbers. My

advice to inexperienced writers is to be careful with nunbers

ardd only uwse them where it is considered absolutely
NeCessEary. The numbering seen in some reports is aguite

confusing.

Tables and diagrams have to be numbered. I+ the report
is  short the textual tables and diagrams should be numbered
consscultively, i.e., Table 1,2,%, etc., Figure 1,2,3, etc.
I+ the report is divided into chapters, a dacimal:system ot
numbering should be employed. In Chapter 1  tables and
diagrams should be numbered 1.1, 1.2, etc., and in Chapter 2
the numbers should go 2.1, 2.2, etc., and so on. Tables in
appendices should be numbered similarly, Table A.1, A.2 and

Figure A.1, A.2, Table E.1, B.2, Figure B.1, E.2 and =o on.
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In government reports paragraphs are usually numbered
consecutively from 1 to n throughout the work. These numbers
are  pubt in when all the drafts of the report are completed.
I¥f put in at an earlier stage most of the numbers must be
changed if a paragraph near the front is inserted or taken

out later. "

Abbreviations

It is usual to use abbreviations in  the text of a
report. The First time you use an  abbreviation it should
appear  in  brackets after the full title unless it is  very
wall krown such as ft. for feet, yd. for yard etc. if thef@
are a good deal of abbreviations you should set them out in a
glossary at the front of the work o in an appendix  at  the
back. The reader very often cannot  remember  what. an
unfamiliar abbreviation stands for even though it has been

axplained esarlier in the text. The glossary can easily be

refaerred to.

STYLE

Style is defined by Lucas (1974) as "a good way of
pressing  oneself" or  "the effective use of language,
especially in prose, whether to make statements or to arouse
emnotions” It involves first of all the pmwef to put Ffacts
with clarity and brevity but facts are usually none the worse .
for being put with as much force and interaﬁt as the subiect

permits.
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Other speakers at this meeting will deal with ditferent
aspacts of style in some detail. Here I will confine myself

to the points which I think are most important.

(al Rentence Length

Sentence length is one of the main factors which affects the

readability of a report. Communication breaks down when o
try  to cram too many subordinate ideas into a sentence. It
is sasy to see how this happens. If you make a categorical
statement you Ffeel you must qualify it in  some WEY w For

example, a statement like "no fracturing of the metal will
ocouwr  during heating®  must be gualified with "provided the
temperature remnains constant", . The temptation is to go on
and  explain  why this is so by adding fuwrther subordinate
clauses. At the end you will have a sentence which describes
accurately the experiment under discussion but which is vy

difficult for the reader to take in. The rule is te add YO

qualifications in the form of short sentences rather than ass

subordinate clauses. If you do this readers will understand
what vyou are saying.

You must not, of course, use a succession of short
sentences, they give a "jerky prose". Good writers try to

alternate long and short sentences so as to add variety.

(b)) Abszstract Nords
For one reason or another, perhaps out of habit, many writers
sprinkle their prose with abstiract words like fundamental,

Xposition, preconceived, appreciable, consideration,
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tendency, ebo. " These words and similar ones like, wveary,
wite and rather though appearing convincing when ulttered
L] ; 3

uswally say nothing to the reader. Delete them from weitten

sentences

in which they ocowr and the sentences are stronger.

(c).Ne@dlesg Hords
Vigorouws weiting is cmmci%ei A sentence should contain no
unnecessary  words, a paragraph no  unnecessary  sentences.
This requires, npot that the writer makes all his sentences
short, or that he avoids all detail but that avery word dis
make. tell.

Many expressions violate this rglw:

There is no doubt but that c.ee..use.no doubt

usad Ffor Fusl PUrpOSes ..cueeses.eeaaused for fusl
in a bhasty Marnmer « v eowessssss

vasssanauhastily

his subject is a strange one@.........his subject is strange

(d} Active & Paszive Voilce

Where possible use the active voice. The passive voice has a

legitimate use but it is less direct than the active voice

and requires more words to say the same thing. For example
"Newton discovered gravitation® is more emphatic than

gravitatinn was discovered by Newton.

One of the main reasons for the use of the passive voice is
the belief that it gives ubjectivity to a report. This
belief is not justified. If a person has done a piece of
research, and has written it up,the findings are either valid
or invalid regardless of whether the writer hides behind such

expressions as "it was discovered that", "it was Ffurther
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noted™ o &dmité responsibility by sayving "I observed thab"
o "I further noted”.  These, incidentally, are not the only
alternatives. A report sprinkled liberally wiﬁh ITe can  be
irritating  and draw too mach attention to the weiter. Thie
parsonal pronoun must be  used sparingly. It has the
atdvantages, however, that it discowages vagueness and

enphasises a person’s responsibility for what he writes.

Reeping Ideas Deparate

Gowd weiting has a columnar structure, each idea being a
column which can stand on its own.  With such writing yvouw can
shift péragraphﬁ backwards mf forwards without doing any
damage to the work as a whole. Bad writing, in which ideas
are mixed up, is like a house of cards. Remove a sentence or
paragraph and the whole edifice Cgllapﬁﬁﬁ. Hence when wrilting
you  should try and keep esach idea separate as you go along.

If a thought about an earlier idea crops up at a later stage

Cyouw  should  bring  this thought back and put it where it

belongs.

The BRiplowmatic Sfyle

Yﬁu may argus, of course, that in many cases you do not
warnt  to  lay all your cards on the table -~ and this for &
variety of reasons. You may not have fornulated in your mind

exactly what your relationship i with the reader and

ift

therefore what it is you are trying to do. are vou trying to

convince him of the necessity for some particular action, or

are you trying to avoid being pinned down? If vouw ars trying

.




17

to  convince youwr reader youw should use the direct psrsonal

style. I+ you are trying to avoid being pinned  dowsn your

language will be rich in such outworn phrases as "it  should

be wunderstood that', "the perforoance  comparss  favourably

with', | Tehe  expense  accounts  should by e gignificantly
reduced. ” No ong can be guile sure whmg VO MEar. Here is an
gxample  of what is known aﬁ.thm diplomatic style taken from
Cooper (op. cit, pp. 134-14353):

"Nothing has ocourred to alter the view that the
use  of economic sanctions cannmol be ruled  out if
other means of persuasion and pregsure are @
Rave failed".

2 Lo

This basically means thét England may have to impose
woonanic sanctions on, say, Souwth Africa, but to soften that
dreadful  piliece of news the auwthor unmasks his battery of
negatives. The passage is cmrwmﬁt English, but the aim of
stiech writing im to make sure that nobody cam pin anything on
the writer. Tte impach iw vague rather than clear. This
‘plece of writing is ammut-pmlitiCﬁ but the same style, the
sama sort of expression can be found in many technical

reports. They should be avoided in such documents.

Bumming Up
Gaod stvle is a term applied to a variety “of writing.
All the great authors write differently but  with a

distinctive style. Bood style is one which makes impact on
the reader. The author’'s personality comes through. Foar

stvle usually refers to writing which is  involved, whesy e

there is little atﬁempﬁ at structwe and usually where the
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vmcabmlaFy Pangw.i% Limited.

Thers are no hard and fast rules for good weiting. Yo
can  krnow a&ll the rules of grammar and observe tﬂmm all and
still  write in a dull convoluted fashion. As a writer you
should aim to be clear and logical; the mark of good  report
writing is clarity and effectivensss. You are nob likely to
e a person whom obher pmmplé raadl wifh pleasuwre if you have
not  some sense of rhythm, some feeling for words and  some
ability to provide balance and contrast in  youwr sentence
structura. You can develop your style by reading some auwthor
whose writing you admire and pawsing now and then to see how
he gets his particuwl ar mf%wcts: A perusal of the following
works, some of which are referenced in the text will also be

helpfal.
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