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UNIT ONE

Writing research reports for college or work is often
found far more difficult than it needs to be. The author
offers some excellent advice on how to make the task easier
and the report more impressive and effective. He describes
each of the steps to be followed in presenting the report:
introducing the problem being investigated, reviewing the
work of other writers on the subject, describing the way
the study was carried out, reporting the information it
uncovered and discussing the wider significance of what was
discovered.

Wayne Losano was born in Manchester, New Hampshire, in
1940. Former chairman of the Department of Communications
and General Studies at the Quecnsland Institute of
Technology in Australia, he is the author of numerous
articles on technical writing. This article was written in

1980. Our selection is taken from Readings for Today’s




TEXT

RESEARCH REPORTS FOR BUSINESS AND TECHNICAL WRITING

Wayne losano

A surprising amount of one’s time as a student and
professional is spent reporting the results of one’s
research projects for presentation to teachers, managers,
and clients!. Indeed, without basic research skills and

5 the ability to present research results clearly and com-
pletely, an individual will encounter?2 many obstacles in
school and on the job. The need for some research-writing
ability is felt nearly equally by college students in all
fields, engineering and science as well as business and

10 the humanities. Graduate study often mekes great demands
on the student’s research-writing skills, and most profes-
siongs continue the demand; education, advertising and
marketing®, economics and accounting,science and engineering,
psychology, anthropology?, the arts, and agriculture may all

1. client /klaiant/ n. a person who receives professional
advice from a lawyer,accountant,etc.

2. encounter vt. meet with (sth. bad, esp. a danger
or a difficulty)

3. marketing n. ( the study of ) the processes by
which goods are sold

4. anthropology n. the scientific study of the nature of
man, including the development of his

body, mind, and society



require regular reporting of research data®.

RESEARCH TECHNIQUES

an

Complete coverage of research techniques would require

entire book. In summary, the steps essential for

successful research might be:

The assignment or formulation® of the research problem
(including analysis of the problem, breaking the problem
down into subproblems that can be more readily
attacked, limiting the scope of the problem, etc.).

The gathering of data (including the development of a
working hypothesis?, the design of the research effort,
the literature® search to find out what has already been
done on the topic under investigation, experinentafion
or interviews and surveys).

The analysis, interpretation, and evaluation® of the

data.

This is, of course, a shameless oversimplification.

. data n. facts; information

6. formulation

n. a definite expression or statement

. hypothesis /hai’p>Qisis/

n. a suggested explanation that has not
yet been proved to be true
literature .
n. all the bdoks and articles on a

sub ject

. evaluation n. the act or process of finding out

the value or the amount of sth.

15
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PRESENTING RESEARCH RESULTS

To complete the research process, one must add several
reporting steps to those presented above. These steps would
include analyzing the audience and pianning the best report
format!® for the particular audience, preparing the
rough presentation (including the selection of any visual
aids such as tables, graphs, or charts whicn might be
useful), editing the revort, preparing the final report, and
submitting the report to the intended audience. This
overallll rescarch =and reporting process would be useful
for such diversel2 topics as investigating potentiall3 res-
ponse to a new product, as in marketing research; investi-
gating the effect of eating fast food meals on the health of
teenagers, as might be reported in a medical journal; or
investigating the possible environmental effects of a new
cement manufacturing plant and reporting to the company and
the Environmental Protection Agency. In government,
business,and industry, as well as in medical and educational
institutions, cruciall* decisions are often made on the
strength of'®> a research report. It thus becomes critical
for the researcher to approach the research process
logically, in a well-planned fashion, to maintain control of
the research project at all times, and to present the

results of the investigation efficiently and effectively.

10. format n. the general plan or arrangement of sth.

11. overall a. including everything
12. diverse /daivy:s/
' a. different; various
13. potential a. possible as opposed to actual; capable
of coming into being or action
14. crucial a. of deciding importance, very important

15. on the strength of: relying on; because of -

4



Once one has gathered, evaluated, and organized the
data obtained from a research project, the writing process is

actually less difficult than many think. There is, however,

one practical technique in research that is often ignored by
even experienced researchers. This might be termed
"prewriting.” Before any actual research is done the

researcher should try to get down on paper as much about the
subject under investigation as possible. On any topic, no
matter how obscure, one usually has some ideas, suggestions,
or questions that will be useful. If, for exémple, you are
asked to investigate the causes for the recent increase in
the mortality!® rate of quail in your area, such thoughts as
weather conditions, number of hunters, availability of food
and cover, outbreaks of diseases affecting 1local poultry!?
and other birds, and the Jike might well come to mind to
provide some sort of handle, some point of attack, on the
subject. Al least you should be able to list major areas
worthy of investigation, those important things you don’t
know about the subject.

This prewriting activity, fragmented as it may be, has
two benefits. First, it obviously exercises some control
over the actual research to be conducted by providing a
project ovérv:iewm and a sense of direction to the actual
investigation. In business or industry a similar purpose
might be served by one or more meetings to discuss the
research to be conducted before any lab or field work 1is

actually done. The second benefit of prewriting is that it

16. mortality n. the number of deaths caused by a disease,
disaster, etc.; death rate
17. poultry / paultri/
n. farmyard birds of any kind, such as hens,
ducks, etc.

18. overview n. a broad view; survey

65
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110

116

may help the researcher overcome the "writer’s block"” that
too often comes between the gathering of the data and the
writing of the research report. Since the researcher already
has some material down on paper, there may be less
reluctance to add additional material than there would be to

begin a new writing activity.

ELEMENTS OF THE RESEARCH PAPER

The standard research report, regardless of the field or
the intended reader, contains four major sections. These
sections may be broken down into a variety of subsections,
and they may be arranged in a variety of ways, but they
regularly make up the core of the report.

Problem Section. The first required section of a research
report is the statement of the problem with which the
research project is concerned. This section requires a
precise statement of the underlying!® question which the
researcher has set out to answer. In this same section there
should be an explanation of the significance -- social,
economic, medical, psychological, educational, etc. — of
the question; in other words, why the investigation was
worth conducting. Thus, if we set out, for example, to
answer the question "What is the effect of regular
consumption of fast foods on the health of the American
teenager?" we must explain that the question is thought to
have significant relevance to the health of this seyment2©
of the population and might lead to some sort of regulations

19. underlying a. forming the basis or foundation of;
essential

20. segment n. a part or section

6



on such foods.

A frequent subsection of this problem section is a
review of past research on the topic being investigated. 120
This would consist of summaries of the contributions of
previous researchers to the question under consideration
with some assessment?! of the value of these contributions.

This subsection has rhetorical22 usefulness in that it
enhances?23 the credibility of the researcher by indicating 125
that the data presented is based on a thorough knowledge of
what has been done in the field and, possibly, grows out of
some investigative tradition.

Procedures Section. The second major section of the 130
research report details, with as much data as possible,
exactly how the study was carried out. This section includes
description of any necessary equipment, how the subjects?¢
were selected if subjects were used, what statistical25
technique was used to evaluate the significance of the 135
findings,2¢ how many observations were made and when, etc.

An investigation of the relative effectiveness of various
swim-strokes?? would have to detail the number of swimmers

tested, the nature of the tests conducted, the experience of

2l. assessment n. a judgment or opinion
22. rhetorical /ri'tarikal/
| a. concerned primarily with style or
effect
23. enhance vt. increase (good things such as value,
T power, or beauty)
- 24. subject n. a person or thing chosen to experience
sth. or to be studied in an experiment
25. statistical a. , '
26. findings n. the results of any research or inquiry
27. swimstroke n. a style or method of swimming



140

145

150

156

160

165

- 30.

the

expe
the

swimmers,the weather conditions at the time of the

tests, and any other factors that contributed to the overall

riment. The goal of the procedures section is to allow

reader to

duplicate?® the experiment if such were

desired to confirm, or refute, your findings.

Results Section. The third, and perhaps most important,

section of the research report is the presentation of the

results

this

ques

natural

obtained from the investigation. The basic rule in

section is to give all data relevant to the research

tion initially?2® askcd. Although, of course, one’s

tendency might be to suppress any findings which do

not in some way support one’s hypothesis, such dishonesty is

antithetical3? to good research reporting in any field. If

the experiments undertaken3! fail to prove anything, if the

data was inadequate or contrary to expectations, the report

should be honestly written and as complete as possible,

just as it would be if the hypothesis were totally proven by

the

research.

Discussion Section. The final required section of a

research report is a discussion of the results obtained and

a statement of any conclusions which may be drawn from those

results. Of primary interest in business and technical
research reports 1s the validity3¢ of the results as the
bases for company decisions: Will our planned construction

project meet

federal environmental guidelines and be

28.
29.

31.
32.

duplicate

initially

undertake

validity n.

vt. repeat exactly; make an exact copy of

ad. at the beginning; at first

.antithetical a. opposite to and unable to exist together

with
vt. take in hand, set about; begin

truth or soundness



approved for building? Will this new program attract skilled
personnel to  our company? Will this new o0il recovery
technique be financially feasible? Thus, the discussion
section of the research report must evaluate the rescarch
results fully; were they validly obtained, are they complete
or limited, are they applicable over a wide range of
circumstances? The discussion section should also point out
what questions remain unanswered and perhaps suggest

directions for further research.

STYLE OF RESEARCH REPORTS

Research reports are considered formal professional
communication. As such, there is little emphasis on a lively
style, although, of course, there is no objection to writing

that is pleasing and interesting. The primary goals of

professional communication are accuracy, clarity,33 and-

completeness. The rough draft of any research report should
be edited to ensure that all data is correclly presented,
that all equipment is listed, that all results are properly
detailed. As an aid to the reader, headings3? indicating at
least the major sections of the report should be used, and
all data should be presented under the proper headings: In
addition to their function of suggesting to the reader the
contents of each section, headings enhance the formal
appearance and professional quality of the report, increase

to some degree the writer’s credibility by reflecting a

33. clarity n. clearness
34. heading n. the words written as a title at the top of
a piece of writing, or al the top of

each part of it

170
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195

200

205

210

- 215

220

logical and methodical35 approach to the reporting process,
and eliminate3® the need for wordy transitional devices
between sections.

Research data should be presented in a way that places
proper emphasis on major aspects of the project.. For
different readers different aspects will take on different
degrees of importance, .and some consideration should be
given to structuring research reports differently for
different audiences. Management, for example, will be most
concerned with the results of a research project, and thus
the results section should be emphasized, probably by
presenting it immediately after the problem section and
before the procedures section. Other researchers would be
most interested in the procedures section, and this should
be highlighted®” in writing up research projects for
publication in professional journals or for presentation at
professional conferences. For non-technical readers and
federal agencies, the implications of the results might be
the most important consideration, and emphasis should be
placed on the discussion of the report for this readership.

For additional clarity and emphasis, major results
should be presented in a visual format -- tables, charts,
graphs, diagrams —— as well as in a verbal one.

Beyond3® checking the report for clarity and accuracy in
the presentation of technical data, the author of a research
report should review for basic grammatical and mechanical

accuracy. Short sentences are preferable to long in the

35. methodical /mi'@>dikal/
a. done according to a method; orderly;
systematic
36. eliminate vt. remove; get rid of
37. highlight vt. make prominent; focus on
38. beyond prep. 1in addition to

10



