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What a business report is or should be
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Benefits of learning how to write reports
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Chapter 1 Report and Report Types ;?\ 3

Definitions of the Report

A report is a formal or even official document that investigates, selects and
interprets information by using appropriate techniques for a stated purpose. Usually a
report is required by a company or organization on a definite topic. It may be a
simple record of events, or it can be a long text discussing in detail a certain project
of national importance. A report may be written to describe a situation that a busi-
ness faces, but often merely “about” something is not sufficient for a good report.
Frequently a report tries to persuade the target reader to agree with a stated message,
and to make him or her take an action desired by the writer or the sponsor of the
report.

Throughout the entire process from starting up a project or any other task till its
carrying through and completion, people involved in it often have to write letters,
memos, reports, and other internal communications. Some of these are informal
reports, which will not be discussed in detail in this book except for two or three
examples.

The writer of formal reports is expected to collect information from all likely
sources, based on numerical data, and write a report which provides information,
presents a summary of discoveries or findings concerning a specific problem, arrives
at a definite conclusion, proposes a course of action, and /or makes recommenda-
tions on a specific subject for a specific reader.

For a definition appropriate to the good part of this book, a report is a formal
document that:

rz provides a clear description of the problem or of a specific subject

r= presents all possible causes for the problem, and /or all major aspects of
the topic

¥ organizes your considerations and /or findings, with your analysis of the
main facts

= makes your conclusions and recommendations for solving the problem

r= appears in professional formats or settings of data in a tight organization

= tries to offer active contribution on a specific topic to the sponsoring or-
ganization.
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Let’s have an example here in its gist form. If you were to write a fact-finding
report titled “Why Sales Declined?”, the specific subject of the report would be your
fieldwork and discovery of possible factors that have led to the drop in the sales of a
certain product or of a certain department. In your writing, try not to go beyond this
specific subject. For instance, do not say too much about the market in general. And
do not say too much about the technical aspects of the product under discussion, since
your chosen topic is on its sales.

Instead, the findings documented in your report should include sales figures
recorded in recent months or weeks or years, the rate of decline of the product or the
department, weekly or monthly fluctuations in sales, possible causes of the de-
creases, and likely ways of correcting the trend.

The potential reader or readers of such a report can be the top management of the
department or of the company, and this can be your opportunity to impress them by
highlighting some bright ideas on feasible measures to bring up the sales figures.

There are many situations that call for the writing of reports, and there are many
reasons why people write reports. And there are many types of reports, depending on
how we sort them. Sometimes we group reports by where they are found, such as
academic reports, laboratory reports, and public statements.

On another parameter we may classify reports by deciding whether they are in-
formal or formal.

“Informal” reports, like the term “report” proper, is a general term covering
many sorts. They may be a report submitted to the lecturer by a college student on his
selected readings of a subject, or a notice put on the wall announcing a power cut, or
a draft paper listing the advantages and disadvantages of setting up a warehouse near
a port for corporate use. Of course some of these can be very formal, too.

And there are many varieties of the “Formal” report. These include abstracts,
status reports, market reports, feasibility reports, problem-solving reports, budget
reports, product analyses, market segmentation analyses, research reports, investi-
gation reports, marketing planning reports, marketing proposals, accident reports,
annual reports from businesses, progress reports, inspection reports, consumer



L .

Chapter 1 Report and Report Types @: 53

accounts, instructions, and many others.
Sometimes belonging to this group are booklets, manuals, notices, catalogs,

newsletters, computer software packages, training programs, and other materials
used in business operations.

This book will mostly focus on formal reports used in the business community
for external circulation, or distribution outside the company where you work.

A third way to classify reports is according to their functions. In this regard
there are also many kinds, and so far there is little consensus among even experts on
the classification. But we can have some idea about functioning reports by looking at
these terms: feasibility reports, process reports, lab reports, term reports, et cetera.

No matter how we group them, reports are often created to do one or two or
more of the following, and these functions are not mutually exclusive:

7 inform

¥ instruct

& explain

I motivate

7 persuade

e reinforce (prior discussions / communication)
¥ recommend

1.2.1 Information Reports

Here we would like to single out one way of classification for utility purpose:
the division of formal reports into two main types: information reports and recom-
mendation reports. After a brief discussion of the two kinds in these sections, we are
going to focus the larger share of the pages in this book on the recommendation type.

Information reports include notification or notice, announcement, accident
report, annual report, progress report, inspection report, trip report, meeting
minute, an account describing a group of consumers, and an instruction or guide for
the end-users of instruments or appliances.

In information reports, facts are organized well and presented comprehensively.
But there is little analysis or interpretation of the facts presented.

An annual report, for example, presents shareholders and other readers with
major facts about a company’s operations during the past year and the expectations for
the year ahead. For another instance, a progress report gives the status of an
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on-going job or project. And if the lack of accuracy can be pardoned here, we may
say that quite a proportion of newspaper articles belong to the type of information

reports.

@;\3 1.2.2 Recommendation Reports

Sometimes also called problem reports, this type of documents includes feasi-
bility report, problem-solving report, budget report, product analysis, market anal-
ysis, research and investigation reports, marketing report.

Unlike information reports, Recommendation reports are analytical in nature.
These reports analyze the facts, make logical conclusions and give appropriate rec-
ommendations. It most often tries to persuade the reader to agree with a stated
message, or make him take a desired action.

In the later chapters of this book, we will consider four types of writing most
frequently used in practical business operations: the problem-solving report, the
progress report, the feasibility report, and the marketing report.

Feasibility reports draw conclusions from information which indicates the like-
lihood of a projcct succeeding. A construction company, for example, will not go
ahead with a high-rise project if the feasibility report indicates that it is unlikely to
recover the cost of construction within a reasonable period of time.

Problem-solving reports aim to identify the cause of a problem and then suggest
ways to treat it. These require a great deal of thought and analysis to find the best
solution(s) to a problem.

Short Reports

This subtitle may sound out-of-place for this chapter, since reports belonging to
this category can be as varied as any other classification, and its terming does not
agree with the rest of the types discussed here.

But the author means just that: despite its abrupt positioning, we are using this
space for a few words on reports that are brief in subject matter and short in length.
Short reports serve business purposes in their own right. Shortness does not imply any
surrender to quality or utility. If anything, they are more organized and “distilled”,
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so to speak.
We might as well have a look here at the structure and organization of two

typical short reports, before we talk about the structures of other and formal types in
the next chapter. In fact, beginning from the next section, we will no longer speak of
short or informal reports in any length.

Figure 1.1 Skeleton of a short and informal report

To: XX X X
From: X X X X
Date: XX XX

Subject; X X X X
Figure 1.2 Highlights of a short but formal report

Title
Transmittal information *

State the Problem to be dealt with

Explain the Background and Methods used
Present Research Results and other data
Provide your Analysis of the available data
Give your Conclusion or conclusions

* Transmittal information includes “who writes what for whom”

A big report may contain many reports of varying lengths and types. Below is
but one of the many possible specimens. Unlike the “Small Reports”, a big report is
not a type by itself. Rather, it is a collection of documents necessary for a big
project of economic or national importance.

For example, Memorandum of Understanding of the Appraisal Mission
of - the Asian Development Bank for the Proposed X-Y Railway Project
(May, 2001) is a big report. It has understandably many subtitles, and under one of
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them, “Status of Project Preparation”, there are these reports, each conforming to
the requirements and structures of its type:

> Project Proposal

r> Feasibility Study

r= Environment Impact Assessment Report

r> Resettkenebt Plan

rz Technical Design

r> International Procurement Packages

r= Project Coordination Plan

r= Resettlement and Environmental Monitoring Report

And the list is not complete. In fact, there are more reports down each of the
listed entries. The reports that are grouped (but unlisted here) under the listed cat-
egories may or may not be small reports. Some can be longer or more voluminous
than the most complicated report sampled in this book.

And now please look at this partial structure describing the “Background” section
within another long report:

Background

A. Sector Description
A1. Transport
A2. Institutions and Providers
A3. Investments and Subsidies
A4. Infrastructure and Transportation
A5. Performance and Repayments
Government Policies and Priority Plans
C. External Assistances
D. Risks Control
D1. Lessons Learned
D2. Important Cases
D3. Precaution Measures
D4. Supervision & Monitoring

w




